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School attendance is a major component in the success of a student. School
climate is a pivotal factor in why students come to school. The overarching goal of this
research project was to determine why students at Hendersonville High School prefer to
be absent and what they believe would motivate them to attend school regularly. In order
to accomplish this task, quantitative and qualitative research questions were used.
Quantitative
1. How do 9th grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to academic work and engagement on the HSSSE?
2. How do 9th grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to safety and engagement on the HSSSE?
3. How do 9th grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to environment and engagement on the HSSSE?

Qualitative
1. What is the 9th grade attendance pattern at Hendersonville High School?
2. What are 9th grade students’ perceptions of academic work, safety and
environment as they relate to absenteeism?
Results of the study showed that teachers use limited method of instruction
(lecture only), the student body is punished as a whole for individual actions, lack of art
based learning, lack of technology and eating healthier. In the analysis of the focus group
respondents survey data, common reasons for boredom included: (1) work not
challenging enough, (2) material wasn’t interesting, (3) teaching method not interesting,
and (4) half of all focus group respondents stated that a common reason for boredom was
no interaction with teacher. Recommendations include the following: professional
development opportunities for teachers, developing a new discipline policy for combating
issues on an individual basis instead of punishing groups of people. Improving the
curriculum to incorporate art based learning through grade levels, and introduce new
classes and after school opportunities for students to participate in art based learning.
Improve use of and accessibility to technology in the classroom and for individual
student use. Improving school breakfast and lunch to include a healthier variety of foods
to choose from.
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INTRODUCTION

Introduction
Student absenteeism is a growing problem among high school students today.
Although research suggests the range of attendance problems is difficult to measure and
the data are limited, schools know when they have a school attendance problem and they
know which students have an attendance problem.
Absenteeism is the first warning sign of a disengaged student, and if left
unattended a student will eventually dropout of school. Many researchers of high school
dropouts have discussed who drops out, why they drop out and the consequences
associated with dropping out (Knesting & Waldron, 2006; Pellerin, 2000). The research
consistently shows chronic absenteeism and dropping out of school are very complex and
intertwined behaviors and the root causes are varied and can include a variety of personal
and family-related reasons (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). Though the root causes
are varied the first indicator of disengagement is absenteeism. If researchers can
determine what would entice students to come to school, absenteeism could be
dramatically decreased.
According to a report issued by Mississippi KIDS COUNT, located at Mississippi
State University’s Social Science Research Center, almost 75,000 Mississippi K-12
public school students missed at least 18 days of instruction time during the 2013-2014
1

school year (Social Science Research Center, 2015).
Across Mississippi school district accountability ratings, the report revealed that
13.4 % of students in “A” ranked districts were chronically absent compared to 16.4% in
“D” and “F” ranked districts combined. Nearly 18% (17.7) of white females were
chronically absent followed by white males (16.5) and black males (14.2). Similar to
national trends, rates were high in kindergarten (14%), tapered off in early elementary
years, and increased steadily throughout middle and high school years. Despite an overall
state Average Daily Attendance (ADA) of 93%, there were still 130 school districts with
at least 10% of their students chronically absent and 11 districts with 20% or more
(Social Science Research Center, 2015). This study focused on the determining factors
of why students at Hendersonville High School prefer to be absent and what they believe
would motivate them to attend school more regularly.
Statement of the Problem
There is a dropout issue in Hendersonville, Mississippi with 6.8% of students
leaving school without a diploma each year. Research suggests students who dropout
have an extensive history of absenteeism. Combating absenteeism is the principle step in
correcting the problematic factors which lead to student dropouts. Even with an average
daily attendance percentage of 95.46%, school officials are still concerned with the
dropout percentage. The Mississippi Department of Education defined chronic
absenteeism as missing 10% or more of the academic year (180 days) for any reason,
including excused and unexcused absences, suspensions, and time missed due to
changing schools (Mississippi Department of Education, 2015).
2

Sheldon and Epstein (2004) claim that dropping out of school is the result of a
long withdrawal process from school beginning in early elementary. Hendersonville
school officials want to reduce the dropout percentage because they want to meet the
needs of every student in the Hendersonville School District. In an effort to improve
student attendance issues and decreasing dropouts, absenteeism issues must be addressed
initially. Improving attendance will improve various areas that effect academic
achievement while decreasing the likelihood of disengaged students from dropping out.
Purpose of the Study
This research study is a very important part of an improvement effort by the
Hendersonville School District to increase attendance among ninth grade students. The
overarching goal of this research project was to examine the impact of school
engagement on absenteeism and explore students’ perspectives of factors that influence
their attendance.With regard to previous research, a gap exists among studies focusing on
attendance issues at high performing schools. Previous research identifies ways to
improve attendance in low-performing schools. This mixed method explanatory design
research study has identified the student’s perspective on factors which influence
absenteeism. Along with adding to previous research, this study also provided valuable
insight to school administration and other schools with similar characteristics on ways to
improve attendance.
The Mississippi Statewide Accountability Rating System rates schools and school
districts throughout the state on a scale of A, B, C, D, or F. The 2013-14 school year is
the first year the state assigned letter grades using a new accountability model that meets
both state and federal reporting requirements (Mississippi Department of Education,
3

2015). The Hendersonville School District is defined as a high performing school with
the letter grade of “A.” Despite the success of the Hendersonville School District
absenteeism is still a problem that deserves a substantial effort in solving.
The Hendersonville School District is a progressive K-12 school system, which
prides itself on an individualized and personalized approach to educating its students.
Classes of instruction are relatively small; student support services are strong; and the
curricular and co-curricular programs are diverse. The pursuit of academic excellence in
this district reflects the deep belief that all students can learn and that all students deserve
high quality instruction in the classroom. The educational program is geared to encourage
critical thinking and a love of learning.
Hendersonville is a comprehensive K-12 school district with over 2,160 students
enrolled in five schools: Greene Lower Elementary School, Grades K-1; Chancellor
Middle Elementary School, Grades 2-3; Hickman Upper Elementary School, Grades 4-5;
Fanning Junior High School, Grades 6-8; and Hendersonville Senior High School,
Grades 9-12. An experienced faculty serves a full range of pupils with the student-teacher
ratio averaging 16 to one. The Hendersonville School District has an overall “A” rating,
with Hendersonville High School having an individual rating of a “C” this grade of a “C”
is interpreted as a “successful school”, the growth status was not met and the Quality of
Distribution Index (QDI) score fell from 204 to 196, the 5-year graduation rate fell from
77.2 to 76.6, and the high school completion index fell from 239 to 207 (Hendersonville
School District, 2015). Despite the decrease in academic achievement of the high school
the Hendersonville School District still holds an “A” rating.
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Definition of Terms
Absenteeism as defined by The Mississippi Department of Education is chronic
absenteeism as missing 10 percent or more of the academic year (180 days) for any
reason, including excused and unexcused absences, suspensions, and time missed due to
changing schools (Mississippi Department of Education, 2015).
At-risk student is defined as students who are likely to fail at school (Center of
Evaluation and Educational Policy, 2015).
Dropout is defined as a person who has abandoned a course of study or who has
rejected a conventional K-12 educational society to pursue an alternative lifestyle
(Attendance Works, 2011).
Graduation is defined as receiving or conferring of an academic degree or
diploma from a K-12 institution.
High performing school refers to the performance classification assigned to a
school or district as determined by (a) the percentage of students who are performing at
criterion levels (minimum, basic, proficient, and advanced) and (b) the degree to which
student performance has improved over time (based on an expected growth value for the
school). Schools achieveing a minimum score of a “B” are considered high performing
school (Mississippi Department of Education, 2015).
The High School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) refers to the student
climate survey from The Center of Evaluation and Education Policy (CEEP) at Indiana
University has distributed the survey. This particular survey has been used to measure
engagement to over 400,000 students in 40 states. The survey will measure student
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engagement, which consist of the attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions of students about
their work (Center of Evaluation and Educational Policy, 2015).
School attendance is any attendance to an educational facility during official
school hours and days set forth by the state requirements and governing local school
board.
Student absence is defined as failing to attend school whether excused or
unexcused.
School climate is defined as patterns of people’s experiences of school life and
reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices,
and organizational structures (Center of Evaluation and Educational Policy, 2015).
Student engagement refers to the degree of interest, devotion, inquisitiveness,
confidence, and passion that students show when they are learning or being taught, which
extends to the level of motivation for future progress in their education (Center of
Evaluation and Educational Policy, 2015).
Student motivation is the determining factor, which arouse, direct, and maintain
human behavior toward the attainment of an educational goal.
School organization refers to how educational organizations arrange time, space,
and personnel to maximize the effects on student learning.
Truancy or Truant is defined as a student that has accumulated five (5) or more
unlawful absences in a school year, excluding suspension and expulsion days
(Mississippi Department of Education, 2015).

6

Research Questions
School engagement and absenteeism have never been investigated in the
Hendersonville School District. The overarching goal of this research project was to
examine the impact of school engagement on absenteeism and explore students’
perspectives of factors that influence their attendance. In order to accomplish this task,
quantitative and qualitative research questions were used.
Quantitative
1. How do ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to academic work and engagement on the HSSSE?
2. How do ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to safety and engagement on the HSSSE?
3. How do ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to environment and engagement on the HSSSE?
Qualitative
4. What is the ninth grade attendance pattern at Hendersonville High School?
5. What are ninth grade students’ perceptions of academic work, safety and
environment as they relate to absenteeism?

Significance
State and federal mandates that have been passed along in recent years have been
instituted in an effort to reform current areas in education. In particular, attendance rates
have caused schools throughout the nation to take a closer look at attendance data and
7

develop a plan for reaching as many students as possible. In order to improve the overall
school district rating, each individual school in the Hendersonville School District has
developed target areas in which to improve. A specific target area for Hendersonville
High School is ninth grade attendance. Previous studies address attendance issues in lowperforming schools. However, this is not the case in Hendersonville School District.
Consequently, Hendersonville High School has a “C” rating, with the overall district
receiving an “A” (Hendersonville School District, 2015). The purpose of this study was
to add to previous research while understanding why students at high performing schools
prefer to be absent, and what they believe would motivate them to attend school
regularly.
Theoretical Framework
The overarching goal of this research project was to examine the impact of school
engagement on absenteeism and explore students’ perspectives of factors that influence
their attendance.Throughout the current literature two theories have emerged that address
the issue of school climate affecting student attendance. Motivation and choice are the
two dominate factors that can influence attendance. However, Dewey’s (1928)
Instrumental Theory of Knowledge plays a key role in that knowledge and the quest for
knowledge should motivate us to change a behavior that will affect our development as
productive people. These three theories helped to formulate or explain the phenomenon
of absenteeism in ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School.
By applying these theories, it allows for the researcher to ask deep questions from
participants at very different levels. The theoretical frameworks that guide this study
were based off of the works of Dewey (1928), Maslow (1943), and Glasser (1997) thus
8

providing insight into the overall climate and culture of the school and how these
elements factor into student absenteeism.
According to Dewey (1928), in common usage, the term “knowledge” tends to be
employed to the connotation of the term “science.” It is also used of course, to designate
all beliefs and propositions that are held with assurance, especially with the implication
that the assurance is reasonable, or grounded. In its practical sense, it is used as the
equivalent of “knowing how,” of skills or ability to enable one to anticipate how they
behave under certain conditions and to take steps accordingly. This theory of knowledge
grounds individuals with the ability to “know how” to do something. Along with ability,
knowledge also surrounds us and gives us assurance that what we know is valuable and
worth something. Dewey’s (1928) theory of knowledge is the foundation for success in
academic work, personal issues of safety, and productive environment for students in a
learning environment. In the case of student attendance, those that miss regularly may not
have the assurance that they need or want in order to be successful at school. This fact
alone is the basis of a healthy school climate. Students will struggle to survive and mature
adequately without a healthy climate. Hoy and Hannum (1997) found that the most
critical school climate variable influencing student achievement was a serious and
organized learning environment, and teachers displaying commitment to student through
supply of materials essential to learning. These findings reigned true even after
controlling for socioeconomic status.
In the philosophy of Dewey, he ties knowledge to education and mind to body.
Dewey believed that education was the answer to accelerating movement in the right
direction. Dewey (1928) states, “those who received education are those who give it. It is
9

as if no one could be educated in the full sense until everyone is developed beyond the
reach of prejudice, stupidity, and apathy” (p. 380). Dewey (1928) goes on to say,
“education is a matter of accelerating momentum in the right direction, and of increasing
the effective energy with the movement of the factors that make for removing obstacles.
Chief among those obstacles is the practice and the consequent neglect of informed and
intelligent action as the aim of all educational development” (p. 380). As we look at
school climate affecting student attendance John Dewey’s words ring true. Prejudice,
stupidity, and apathy are all present in individuals that struggle with assurance. As
educators we must strive to engage, challenge, and nurture students to avoid the pitfall of
separation. Students that operate in an unhealthy climate may not feel challenged
academically, feel safe or nurtured, or motivated to succeed.
Dewey (2004) writes, “education is a process through which the needed
transformation may be accomplished and not merely remain a hypothesis as to what is
desirable, this theory of education should be a deliberate conducted practice” (p. 340).
When addressing school attendance issues our philosophy must be deliberate and we
must develop strategies that become common practice. The function of knowledge is to
make one’s experience freely available in other experiences. By definition Dewey’s
philosophy of knowledge encourages making knowledge freely available to be used in an
applicable manner. Students with attendance issues typically have a unique set of
circumstances applicable to their situation. We must explore deeper into understanding
what causes students to become disengaged, what causes them to feel unsafe, and
ultimately why students are absent from school.
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Motivation theory is a multidimensional theoretical strand that is associated with
the progressions that describe why and how human behavior is activated and directed.
According to Baron and Greenberg (2008), despite motivation being broad and complex,
scientists agree the definition of motivation is a set of processes that arouse, direct, and
maintain human behavior toward the attainment of a goal”. Owens and Valesky (2011)
proposed, “the most powerful and enduring ways of understanding human motivation
was developed by Abraham Maslow, who, unlike the experimental psychologists of his
day, decided to study the motivation patterns shown by people as they lived. He believed
that people are driven from within to realize their full growth potential” (p. 299).
Motivation theory sheds light on student’s perspectives as why to attend school and can
explore a student’s individual life journey.
Motivation is critical in helping students become successful individuals.
Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs presents a clearer understanding of how
motivation plays an important part in educating students. Maslow (1943) introduced five
levels of basic human needs in his hierarchy of needs: physiological, safety and security,
love, self-esteem, and self-actualization. Maslow’s theory argues that individuals are
motivated to satisfy a number of different kinds of needs, some of which are more
powerful than others. He stresses that until these most pressing needs are satisfied, other
needs have little effect on an individual’s behavior. As one need becomes satisfied and
therefore less important to us; other needs loom up and become motivators of our
behavior (Maslow, 1943). If our goal is completion of academic tasks, as educators we
should establish sincere beliefs in our students that they are competent and that
occasional imperfections or failures are the result of some other factor and that this is not
11

an indicator of future occasions (Buchman & Seligman, 1995). If convictions can be
generated from within, this will give students the ultimate power to achieve anything they
want just by controlling their emotions and feelings. Salovey and Mayer (1990) described
emotional intelligence “as a form of social intelligence that involves the ability to
monitor one’s own and others feelings and emotions” (p.186). Emotional intelligence
relates to motivation in that how we control our emotions can generate the motivation
needed to succeed in an academic setting. Motivation is critical when engaging in
programs of study on any level. Due to the very nature of education, comprehension takes
time and without adequate and appropriate attendance habits, a degree or completion of a
program of study in not likely. Maslow’s theory of motivation is ideal in changing the
patterns of disengaged students who struggle to attend classes regularly.
William Glasser (1997) is best known for his development of control theory.
Control theory has evolved over time and is currently known as choice theory. Choice
theory helps nurture the warm, supportive human relationship that students’ need for
school success. “Choice theory satisfies four basic psychological needs, which are
belonging, power, freedom, and fun” (Glasser, 1997, p. 599). Theory of choice supports a
healthy school climate ultimately allowing students to learn freely at their own pace and
as they choose to. Brookover and colleagues (1978) found that school climate was clearly
linked to the difference in mean outcomes even when adjusting for race, socioeconomic
status, and other demographics. The study found that the most influential indicator of
achievement was the way students’ felt about themselves within their academic
environment. These findings endorse that students’ associate one aspect of climate with
how they feel about themselves. Glasser (1998) states, “choice theory explains that for all
12

practical purposes we choose everything we do, including the misery we feel. Other
people can neither make us miserable nor make us happy. All we can get from them or
give them is information. By itself, information cannot make us do or feel anything”(p.
3). Choice theory revolves around the power of the mind of the student. This type of
power does not allow for external factors or control to influence the decisions of one’s
self.
Glasser (2005) remarks, external control is very simple. In a relationship it is a
belief that what we choose to do is right and what the other person does is wrong. The
external control attitude is what people driven by power use when they are in an unhappy
relationship. One or both may use it but even if only one uses it consistently it will
eventually destroy that relationship.
Glasser (1998) describes the three beliefs of external control: “(1) I answer a
ringing phone, open the door to a door bell, or do countless other things because I am
responding to a simple external signal. (2) I can make other people do what I want them
to do even if they do not want to do it. (3) It is right, it is even my moral obligation, to
ridicule, threaten, or punish those who do not do what I tell them to do or even reward
them if it will get them to do what I want” (p.1 6). External control has been used
historically to gain control of certain groups of people and this type of control is often
used in school systems. Particularly in issues of attendance, most school districts punish
students for not attending regularly. This punishment aspect will continue to drive a
wedge in the relationship of the student and the organization ultimately not solving the
problem but contributing to the breakdown of the relationship.
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Glasser (1997) states, “choice theory teaches that we are all driven by four
psychological needs that are embedded in our genes: the need to belong, the need for
power, the need for freedom, and the need for fun. We can no more ignore these
psychological needs than we can ignore food and shelter “ (p. 28).
When we observe a successful school we can visually see all the aspects of
Glasser’s (1997) theory at work. We see love and belonging, power, freedom, and fun.
We see love and belonging in the sense of high attendance from students which reflects a
sense of belonging. We see evidence of power and freedom in the classroom, as students
own their destiny through retention of knowledge and application of knowledge. We seen
fun, fun is obvious in all aspects of relationships and learning. Fun is the ultimate factor
that confirms all other factors to exist.
Choice is a critical factor in the success of a student’s life. Without choosing to
engage in daily academic involvement, the consequences can be catastrophic. Among
high school students, drug-use and psychiatric problem are reported to be on a lower
level when students are exposed to a positive school climate (LaRusso et al., 2008).
When given the choice to provide a positive atmosphere in which to grow, students will
choose to make wise decisions and will be less likely to engage in at-risk behaviors.
Choice theory explains that the reason we perceive much of reality so differently
from others has to do with another important world unique to us, the quality world. This
small personal world, which each person starts to create in his or her memory shortly
after birth and continues to create throughout life is made up of a small group of specific
pictures that portray our basic needs. Our quality worlds contain the knowledge that is
most important to us (Glasser, 1997). When a student can become involved in a healthy
14

climate the above mentioned choices and quality world aspects will become their new
reality. This reality is attainable through education, which comes from consistent
attendance.
Glasser (2005) writes, “of the seven caring habits: supporting, encouraging,
listening, accepting, trusting, respecting and negotiating differences. Habits that destroy
relationships are criticizing, blaming, complaining, nagging, threatening, punishing, and
bribing or rewarding (to control another). Success depends upon the degree to which a
student’s self-concept is positive”(p. 23). School climate should foster the seven caring
habits and when those habits are carried over from early childhood development students
continue to love learning and continue to come to school. When habits such as criticizing,
blaming, complaining, nagging, threatening, and punishing are evident in a school
climate the future of the students academic life is at-risk of failing. Choice theory is
critical in the success of academic work, learning environment, and improving
attendance.
Zeeman (2006) suggests, success is defined as doing well academically,
behaviorally and socially. Therefore, students who choose to behave in ways which
provide rewards, success, and acceptance by others are said to have a positive selfconcept or success identity. Glasser (1993) writes, “the better we know someone and the
more we like about what we know, the harder we will work for that person” (p. 30).
Students will work hard for teachers that challenge, nurture, and support them throughout
their academic career. Acquiring knowledge is a life-long pursuit and should be fostered
on all levels.
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Education is not acquiring knowledge; it is best defined as using knowledge.
Much of what students are required to do in school and are punished if they refuse is to
memorize information they will never be asked to use except in school. Education is
worth improving schooling cannot be improved. If you know something, you know it; if
you do not, you do not. You can not know it better or worse (Glasser, 1997).
The main reason so many students are doing badly and even good students are not
doing their best is that our schools, firmly supported by school boards, politicians, and
parents, all of whom follow external control psychology. This destructive, false belief is
best called schooling. An initial practice is trying to make students acquire knowledge or
memorize facts in school that have no value. The following practice is forcing students to
acquire knowledge that may have value in the real world but nowhere near enough value
to try to force every student to learn it (Glasser, 1997). Since most schools use external
control psychology students will rebel unless they have a strong sense of self or a strong
support system outside the school.
Since we are a widely diverse culture, in which the gap between the haves and
have-nots is widening. Students will “retaliate” by taking schoolwork and then school out
of their quality worlds. Many students will drop out into lives that include violence,
crime, and drugs. In a quality school, where students are led instead of bossed, they
acquire a lot of knowledge by using what they learn, and they retain it. Quality schools
are needed if society is to reduce the increasing and costly gap between the haves and
have-nots (Glasser, 1997).
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Summary
For the purpose of this project, as well as contributing to previous research, the
researcher chose to incorporate principles of theory of knowledge, theory of motivation,
and theory of choice to explain why students are not engaged, why students do not feel
safe and nurtured, and why students prefer to be absent from school. Furthermore, the
theories were utilized to understand and develop plans to break the cycle of poor school
attendance among ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School. By investigating
the perceptions of ninth grade students, the researcher unlocked unknown factors about
why students miss school and what would motivate them to attend regularly at
Hendersonville High School. Findings from this study helped bridge the gap in the
literature as to the related factors in why students miss school in high performing
districts. Additionally, learning more about what motivates students to come to school
will lead to strategic interventions based on real life experiences of the students in today’s
world. The findings and recommendations from this study are of great interest to the
educational leaders of the Hendersonville School District, as well as other school districts
with similar characteristics. Ideas for improving school attendance rates through
improving school climate, fostering positive relationships, working collaboratively and
expanding alternative pathways for learning will be instrumental in breaking the cycle of
poor attendance.
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
The overarching goal of this research project was to examine the impact of school
engagement on absenteeism and explore students’ perspectives of factors that influence
their attendance.A review and discussion of existing literature on the topics of school
climate, grade significance, absenteeism affecting student work, safety, and environment
along with ramifications of student absenteeism ultimately resulting in dropping out of
school helped to locate the themes and constructs of this study. Discussed in detail are the
aspects of school climate, student attendance, and factors influencing absenteeism.
Broader Context of Absenteeism
It is safe to say that during school hours in public school buildings across the
nation, one-fifth of the total American population consists of public school students K
through 12, teachers, and administrators (Mondale, 2001). School attendance has always
been a priority within American Public School. The very foundation of education reflects
the need of daily attendance. More than two centuries ago leaders in the newly formed
United States saw the need for education and the necessity for daily attendance. Common
schools were supported by land grants set aside by the federal government to fund public
education. These civic centers were a staple in local communities, assembeled in order to
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educate young children to better serve a democratic society. From 1770-1900 common
schools were funded by local property taxes, charged no tuition, and were available to all
white children. These establishments were governed by local boards and subject to state
regulation. Often boys were favored over girls with admission to common school. French
and Spanish colonies, were less important in the education process than in later years.
Religion slowly filtered into the eduction process as Protestant, Catholic, and
Nondenominational groups began to offer services for those children marginalized by the
public school system (Mondale, 2001). As education evolved many individuals in
government such as Horance Mann and Henry Barnard saw a need to reform the common
school environment. The mid-ninetheenth-century “common school” displayed financial
disparities, cultural biases, racism, and gender based discrimination. Issues such as these
impacted the evolution of education and student attendance issues. The call for reform in
early American education was needed and positioned the foundation for reform
throughout history in order that all Americans would have access to education.
Throughout history the public educational system in the United States has had its
share of efficacious and poignant moments.The commencement of the 1983 publication
of A Nation At Risk by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, America’s
educational system has been criticized and described as mediocre at best. However, in
this ground shaking publication that spearheaded a national effort to reform education,
the focus was not on dropout but rather on the need for stricter standards, higher student
performance and the establishment of minimum competency (Boyer, 1983). As with most
things in education this reform effort was met with immediate transformation of school
curriculum, which still is not addressing the need for efforts to improve school
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attendance. Attendance is often overlooked due to the urgency of remediation and
improving state test scores. However, studies have shown a direct correlation with
improvement in test scores and attendance patterns. In a recent study Marburger (2006)
found students performed better on assessments when absenteeism rates were lower.
Along with lower rates of absenteeism when attendance policies were strictly enforces.
The Mississippi Department of Education (2013) defines mandatory school
attendance as follows:
The Office of Compulsory School Attendance Enforcement is responsible for
ensuring that all Mississippi students are afforded the opportunity to attend school
and to enforce the Mississippi Compulsory School Attendance Law 37-13-91 of
the Mississippi Code 1972 Annotated. The law governs compulsory school
attendance. It requires a parent, legal guardian or custodian who has legal control
or charge of a child age six (6) to seventeen (17) to enroll him or her in an
education program (i.e. public, private or home school). Student enrollment must
occur except under the limited circumstances specified in subsection three (3) of
37-13-91 which includes, but are not limited to, sending the child to a state
approved, nonpublic, or educating the child at home in an organized educational
program. July 1, 2003, the law was amended to include the following: a child, five
(5) years of age, who enrolls in public kindergarten, will have to abide by the
same guidelines as outlined in the 37-13-91.
Historically, the precision and use of school-based attendance data has been an
issue because school districts were not previously held accountable for attendance rates.
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The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 changed that. Larkin (2011) states the
following:
School districts are now mandated to submit attendance data by school, grade, and
subgroups. Clearly, the NCLB data reporting measure was a positive and much
needed move by the government. However it is ineffective in several ways. States
are allowed to define their own formulas for calculating truancy rates so there is
no consistency to compare states (p. 27).
Improving accountability increases the probability that attendance issues will
decline. Chronic attendance issues often lead to students becoming disengaged with
school altogether. Brideland, Dilulio, and Balfanz (2009) suggest that districts prioritize
efforts in order to develop a comprehensive approach to combating truancy and dropouts.
In fact, they specified the importance of accurate data collection, setting high
expectations for all students, communication, and alternative learning environments.
Addressing the dropout problem creates significant challenges for committees and
school districts. Alternative education is one strategy used by school districts and
educators throughout the United States to address the needs of dropouts. The number of
alternative schools serving students at risk of school failure has grown significantly over
the past decade. Available estimates suggest that there are over 20,000 alternative schools
and programs currently in operation, most designed to reach at risk students. Alternative
settings provide a variety of strategies such as small class size, one-on-one interactions
between teachers and students, a supportive environment, student centered curriculum,
flexibility in structure, and opportunities for students to engage in decision-making
(Lange & Sletten, 2002).
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The four primary factors of why students’ dropout is best grouped into four
categories: (1) student demographics, (2) family characteristics, (3) student’s personal
and psychological factors, and (4) school climate (Trujillo, 2006). Student dropout is the
ultimate destination for students that are not engaged, physically and emotionally safe, or
in a productive environment.
There has been literature that relates absenteeism to impacts on the economy.
Studies have shown that when students drop out of school that there are dire
consequences to the economy. Smink and Heilbrunn (2006) estimate that students who
drop out of high school cost society up to $800,000 over the course of that students
lifetime. Truant students cost more to educate due to the cost in counseling support and
after school supplements that other students do not require. It has also been found that
due to states being funded based on average daily attendance, most truant students cost
the school districts money that would otherwise be used for student resources.
Based on previous research on the topic of absenteeism in schools today, there are
ways in which to improve attendance issues within school districts. The Center for
Evaluation & Policy (2013) found:
Strategies that can improve attendance issues in schools: (1) Monitoring,
prevention, and intervention activities for students that are shown through
attendance data to be at-risk of chronic absenteeism, (2) take preventative steps to
educate students, parents, families, teachers, and community members on the
issues with poor attendance, also providing incentives for attendance to students,
and (3) developing partnerships with community agencies that offer broad access
to social services and juvenile justice programs (p. 11).
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Providing positive strategies for intervention, schools can improve attendance
issues dramatically thus reaching the needs of every child we have sworn to educate.
Grade Level Significance
Research suggests that transition from the eighth grade to the ninth grade is hard
for many students. Findings by the Consortium on Chicago School Research (2014)
reports that students that perform poorly in eighth grade (making C’s and D’s) often
begin to fail when they reach the ninth grade. Even higher preforming students (making
A’s and B’s) will experience attendance issues, and lower grades when they reach the
ninth grade (par.1). Ninth grade is a critical grade in the academic future of any student.
In a study performed by the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School
Research (UChicagoCCSR, 2014), the study revealed four key findings: (1) student’s
attendance and grade point average in the middle grades provide the best indication of
how they will perform in their high school classes, compared to other potential indicators
such as test scores, (2) many students with the highest levels of achievement in the
middle grades fall off-track for college in the ninth grade, (3) students who were
chronically absent or receiving F’s in the middle grades are already very likely to be offtrack in ninth grade before they even begin high school, and (4) most students who are
off-track in ninth grade courses did not show signs of academic trouble in the middle
grades. There is an assumption that students enter high school unprepared with
insufficient academic skills. However, many students finish middle school with
confidence and strong academic achievement only to get to high school to fall behind.
The major force behind the deviation is decreased by course attendance and work effort.
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Ninth grade attendance has also shown to be a predictor of graduation.
Allensworth and Easton (2007) found that ninth grade attendance when compared to
eighth grade test scores accurately predicts the likelihood of graduating.
Leadership Aspect
Transformative and collaborative leadership is essential in improving
organizations throughout the world. Every educational institution warrants the most
dynamic, transformative, culturally diverse, socially just, inspirational leader obtainable.
Bennis and Nanus (1985) state, “leadership is the fundamental force behind successful
organization and that to create vital and viable organizations, leadership is necessary to
help organizations develop a new vision of what they can be, then mobilize the
organization to change toward the new vision” (p. 2). Transformational leadership is
needed to address the many aspects of student absenteeism and to establish sound
practices to change negative attendance patterns.
Day et al. (2009) found that effective school leadership significantly impacts
student outcomes. The research conducted accumulated data from primary and secondary
students throughout England over the span of a three-year period. The study clearly
articulated sets of values that focus upon promoting individual and social well-being and
raising standards of achievement for all pupils. The study found similarities between the
effects of leadership practices on improvements in school conditions in primary and
secondary schools in the study. However, the leadership of the senior level leaders had a
more direct influence upon learning and teaching standards in primary than secondary
schools. Another important discovery found successful school leaders improve teaching
and learning most powerfully through their influence on staff motivation, commitment,
24

teaching practices, and through developing teachers’ capacities for leadership.
Collaborative leadership can improve teaching and learning practices, which significantly
impact attendance behaviors.
In 1790, Abigail Adams wrote to Thomas Jefferson, “these are the hard times in
which a genius would wish to live. Great necessities call forth great leaders.” Throughout
the years, our perceptions of leadership have changed considerably. Bennis and Nanus
(1985) state, “leadership skills were once thought to be attained at birth. This would be
considered the “Great Man” theory of leadership. Power was entrusted in a very limited
number of people who were born in to leadership position by way of inheritance or
destiny” (p.5 ). Leaders were born, not made. As tumultuous times came and went
leaders would rise from the ashes and seem to lead people out of disparity to prosperous
times.
Scholars have written on the need for adequate leadership throughout history,
Rost (1993) states:
Leadership studies is an emerging discipline, devoted, as the name suggests to the
study of leadership as it is practiced in different organizations and societies. By
the 1980’s a plethora of academics, trainers, and practitioners appeared on the
scene who reject the single profession and academic approach to the study and
practice of leadership. Leadership is changing from a single profession to a
multidisciplinary focus (p. 2).
This new trend in leadership brings with it a promise of a new nature of the
leadership process as a dynamic relationship not merely the content of leadership. This
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dynamic relationship between administration, teachers, and students is vital to improving
attendance perceptions among high school students.
Leadership in the field of academics and schools as organizations require sound
leadership because the essence of our purpose is creating a foundation of knowledge
through education. Educational settings require resilient leadership due to the dynamic
nature of educating with the purpose of creating a safe environment in which students can
be successful. Leadership should provide a mutually beneficial goal of success for the
organization, teacher, and student. Creating a culturally inviting, harmonious, morally
sound, and socially just learning environment must be the mission of all leadership as it
pertains to educational outcomes.
Sorenson (1996) states, “there is a shift in school leadership from an authoritative,
hierarchical model to a collaborative model. The new model of leadership empower
students as worthy, competent learners prepared to think critically, work collaboratively,
and participate intimately through experience and reflection in their own learning” (p. 6).
Technology and globalization have changed the face of organizations and how
organizations operate. Leaders and followers must be interconnected in the process of
leading the organization. Sorenson (1996) also states, “the new model is collaborative,
recognizing the value of authority and requiring widespread participation in collective
decision-making. Leadership can be used to revive and reinvigorate courses throughout
curriculum and engage student in their own education” (p. 5). Innovative leadership
should create a collaborative relationship between the administration, teachers, and
students, which has the potential to improve attendance issues through academic work,
safety, and environment.
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Absenteeism and Academic Work
Thapa, Cohen, Higgins-D’Alessandro, and Guffey (2010) found that teaching and
learning represents one of the most important dimensions of school climate. School
leaders and teachers should strive to clearly define the sets of norms, goals, and values
that shape the learning and teaching environment. The process of teaching and learning is
fundamentally relational. The patterns of norms, goals, values, and interactions that shape
relationships in schools provide an essential area of school climate. One of the most
important aspects of relationships in school is how connected people feel to one another.
Success in academic work revolves around the teaching practices and procedures in the
classroom along with the personal relationship that develops between student and teacher.
Attendance is a critical factor in developing a relationship between the student and
teacher. In a study by Gronna (1999) on the extent to which a safe school influences
individual academic achievement, it found that 46 out of 50 eighth grade classes found
statistically significant effects on reading and math achievement when students felt safe
at school. These findings were significant after controlling for student background
characteristics and differences in school conditions. Additionally, there was a statistically
significant negative effect on student achievement associated with increased school
disciplinary infraction conditions.
Mitchell, Bradshaw, & Leaf (2010) state the following:
Comparing teachers’ perceptions is also an important aspect to consider with
regard to teaching and learning. When a study was conducted regarding students
and teachers perceptions of overall school climate and academic emphasis, it was
found that teachers perceptions of school climate were more sensitive to
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classroom-level factors, such as “poor classroom management and proportion of
students with disruptive behaviors: while students’ perceptions were more
sensitive to school-level factors such as student mobility, student-teacher
relationships, and principal turnover” .(p. 277)
Roby (2004) found that there is a positive relationship between student
achievement and building attendance averages among fourth, sixth, ninth, and twelfth
grade students. Ninth grade was the strongest positive relationship of all comparisons.
Balfanz and Byrne (2012) suggest, “students who are absent can be categorized
into three groups (1) students are absent due to family illness, family responsibility,
housing instability, student needs to work, or involved in the juvenile justice system , (2)
students do not attend because of bullying, unsafe conditions, harassment, or
embarrassment, and (3) students do not attend because they simply do not want to, have
something else better to do, and there is no support system to encourage them” (p. 4-5).
Bimler and Kirkland (2001) indicated that there are ten possible target areas that predict
student absenteeism. These can include school conditions, home-based behavioral issues,
psychological issues, family background, school-based behavioral issues, peer factors,
and a lack of motivation or interest in school. A qualitative research project conducted by
Clement (2001) examined the perspectives of school principals, teachers, and students on
attendance policies in Broward County School District in Florida. Students reported that
academic performance was related more to a student’s attitude about school and learning
than to his or her attendance pattern. When school, or a particular class was viewed as
boring or irrelevant, students felt attendance became unnecessary and a waste of valuable
time.
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The effects of absenteeism on academic performance are well documented.
Reducing the number of absences in early childhood is associated with increased test
scores, ability to perform on grade level, and a decrease in later chronic absenteeism
(Romero & Lee, 2007). Absenteeism in later years has detrimental effects on academics.
Absenteeism rates have shown to be correlated with not graduating from school and
dropping out (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). A recent study completed by the Center for
Evaluation and Education Policy at Indiana University found, “students who are
chronically absent perform lower on the Indiana student learning assessment” (Center of
Evaluation & Education Policy, 2013, p. 1). Attendance and academic performance are
intertwined thoroughly and for students to perform at a high level they must be at school.
Absenteeism and Safety
The National School Climate Council (2007) recommends that school climate and
positive and sustained school climate be defined in the following ways:
School climate is based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life and
reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning
practices, and organizational structures. A sustainable, positive school climate
fosters your development and learning necessary for a productive, contributive,
and satisfying life in a democratic society. This climate includes norms, values,
and expectations that support people feeling, socially, emotionally and physically
safe. People are engaged and respected. Students, families and educators work
together to develop, live, and contribute to a shared school vision. Educators
model and nurture an attitude that emphasizes the benefits of, and satisfaction
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from learning. Each person contributes to the operation of the school as well as
the care of the physical environment. (p. 4)
Feeling safe, socially, emotionally, and intellectually and physically is a
fundamental need (Maslow, 1943). Yet there is a plethora of research that shows that
many students do not feel physically and emotionally safe in schools, mainly as a result
of breakdowns in the interpersonal and contextual variable that define a school’s climate.
In schools without supportive norms, structures, and relationships, students are more
likely to experience violence, peer-victimization, and punitive disciplinary actions,
combined with high levels of absenteeism, and reduced academic achievement (Astor,
Guerra, & Van Acker, 2010). Bullying or the “fear or anxiety” causes some students to
avoid coming to school, they may even resort to carrying a weapon in order to feel safe.
Feelings of safety and overall well-being directly affect a student’s decision to attend
school (Trujillo, 2006). Correll (2010) states, “school safety and order are not
accomplished through instruction alone, and the problems that lead many students to
engage in disruptive behavior and sometimes violence, often require an interdisciplinary
approach” (p. 3).
Glew (2013) found that in a study conducted on 5391 students in Grades 7, 9, and
11 that all three groups (bully group, victim group, and a combined group) were
significantly more likely than bystanders to feel unsafe at school and sad most days.
Bullying victims were also more likely to say that taking a weapon to school was not
wrong.
Trujillo (2006) states, “unexcused school absenteeism, truancy, is not a new
problem, but a historically present problem that has over the last decade received
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newborn attention as the lack of school attendance and its link with student delinquency
has become more clearly identified” (p. 69). In 2002, more than 70,000 students every
day were out of school in Colorado alone. These statistics have monumental social
ramifications, because truancy is often one of the first and best indicators of academic
failure, suspensions, expulsion, delinquency, and later adult crime (Trujillo, 2006).
Traditional methods of dealing with students who miss school are to punish them by
suspending them or by placing them in an alternative school facility. Truant students
often times feel pushed out of the system and feel as though they are not wanted or cared
for. Feelings of this type often stem from an unhealthy school climate. In a case study
performed in Adams County School District, Trujillo (2006) found that after an
attendance improvement plan was placed on students that had four unexcused absences in
a month or 10 unexcused absences for the calendar year, truancy rates were radically
reduced. Other states have replicated this study after the improvements made by the
Adams County School District.
Trujillo (2006) suggests:
School climate, including attachments to teachers, the effects of specific truancy
policies, and feelings of physical safety, has been shown to greatly affect a
student’s desire to attend school. The connection between truancy and school
climate is drawn when looking at the most common reasons for truancy, as
reported by truant youths: (1) getting behind in school work is often cited as a
primary reason for truancy, as a child is less likely to attend class where he/she
has missed several lessons and does not follow what is going on in the classroom,
(2) boredom with irrelevant curriculum, (3) a school environment where the
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students feel that no adults care about them or where it appears teachers do not
want to be there for them, (4) disrespect or the appearance of disrespect form
staff, and (5) simply feeling “uncomfortable” at school. A student’s feelings about
school are known as “school attachment.” When a student feels an attachment to
school through a web of relationships with other students, teachers or caring adult,
it can help overcome many cases of truancy. (p.76-77)
Students who fear for their safety or feel unsafe in the learning environment are
not allowed to focus on their academic achievement. Providing a safe atmosphere in
which to learn will improve the likelihood of attendance along with improving academic
performance.
Absenteeism and Environment
Over the past decades, researchers and educators begun to recognize the
magnitude that school climate can have on K-12 education. Throughout the world, there
is significance being placed on school climate reform and data-driven school
improvement strategies that will support a stage and supportive K-12 environment. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2009) supports school climate reform as
data-driven strategies to create a positive, healthy, connected school that decreases
dropouts. Uline and Tschannen-Moran (2008) state, a mounting body of research
connecting the quality of school facilities to student outcomes, including both
achievement and attitude, as well as teacher attitude and behavior, has accompanied the
recent concern for the quality of the educational infrastructure in the United State. Having
quality facilities along with safety in a physical, social, emotional, and intellectual sense
will create a more positive climate where learning and the love of learning can flourish. A
32

positive school climate encompasses multiple factors and when those factors are
emphasized and constantly improved upon students will have higher attendance rates.
Wagstaff (2000) investigated factors affecting high school student’s attendance.
Interview data and a review of attendance data revealed serious problems in how students
perceived they were treated by staff, as well as problems related to school climate and
instructional practices. Student engagement is a critical factor in the climate of school. If
teachers are challenging students academically they will be more inclined to come to
school. As educators we not be able to control outside factor but we can control what
happens in the classroom.
Collegial leadership characterizes relationships between principals and teachers.
These types of relationships are supportive, non-threatening and less directive. Principals
who operate in a collegial leadership fashion are concerned for the welfare of teachers,
share information, accept information and make changes accordingly (Uline &
Tschannen-Moran, 2008). In contrast to the previous findings, Hallinger and Heck (1996)
found that principal behavior indirectly affects student achievement. However, Hoy
found direct effects of principal behavior and academic achievement (Hoy and Sabo,
1998; Hoy et al., 1991). Leadership is critical to the success of any organization and is
also a direct reflection of environment.
Along with academic environment, community environment plays a pivotal role
in healthy academic life. A school’s ability to engage its community has been found to
improve student achievement (DiPaola, 2005). Uline & Tschannen-Moran (2008)
describe community engagement as the extent to which the school collaborates with its
community. A school with a strengthened rapport with the community will be able to
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meet the needs and concerns of the community. Stewart (2008) reported on the findings
of the National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS) that student outcomes were
related to a sense of belonging or connection to the community. In a longitudinal study
performed by Epstein and Sheldon (2002), elementary schools experienced increases in
daily attendance while decreasing chronic absenteeism through enhances family-schoolcommunity partnerships.
However, there is literature to suggest that community factors can have a negative
impact on attendance as well. Berliner (2006) points out that certain community based
characteristics potentially diminish the benefits of school reform and academic
interventions that improve student attendance. Specifically, Gottfried (2013) suggests that
family structure, poverty, homeownership, and race influence student attendance.
Research data obtained from work in the Philadelphia schools Gottfried (2013) found that
neighborhood measures of poverty, home ownership, and race significantly impact
attendance. He also states that “students with higher socioeconomic status attend school
more regularly” (Gottfried, 2013, p. 19). Epstein and Sheldon (2008) found, “developing
productive school-family-community connections has become one of the most commonly
embraced policy initiatives in schools and school districts” (p. 309). Creating
partnerships with parents and the community is critical in building a positive school
culture that influences daily attendance. Finn (1989) found, “student absenteeism
attributes its causes to macro-societal influences such as socio-economic status, family
dysfunction, family attitudes toward education, and parental standards of behavior” (p.
121). Pellerin (2000) found that 12th grade students show no racial/ethnical differences in
disengagement, however there were significant differences in race/ethnic groups in tenth
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grade disengagement. Asians and whites are less disengaged in 10th grade that blacks or
Hispanics and are also less likely to drop out between 10th and 12th grades. This study
raises questions as to how important attendance is in a student’s ninth grade year. If
parenting styles, race/ethnicity, or socio-economic background cannot be controlled for
then it certainly stands to reason that school climate can be the most consistent factor to
improve attendance.
Parent and family factors have been shown to influence student attendance.
Gottfried (2011) found that it has been hard to disassociate student and family
characteristics in data analysis in regards to attendance issues. Based on a study of
schools in Philadelphia, he determined that past research may have underestimated the
influence parent and family predictors. Notwithstanding this assertion, existing research
suggest that there are specific family-related factors that influence attendance.
Parents’ perceptions in academic involvement are starkly different from students’
perceptions. While lack of time is a barrier to parental participation, more than one-third
of the parents identified real and perceived disconnects between the school and home.
Some reasons parents gave for this disconnection include the following: 1) lack of
communication from the school, 2) lack of information regarding their child’s education,
3) their lack of knowledge about what is being taught, 4) resistance form the school, 5) an
unwelcoming school climate (Bridgeland., 2006, p. 5).
Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Balfanz conducted a study in 2009, which investigated
various perspectives related to the dropout crisis in America. They conduced focus
groups and surveyed teachers, principals, superintendents and school committee members
from districts across the country with high dropout rates. The participants recognized the
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dropout problem and expressed support for reforms to address the problem. However,
“61% of teachers and 45% of principals saw lack of support at home as a factor in the
majority of cases of students dropping out of school” (p. 22). Within this study there is a
miscommunication between parents and administration that result in students dropping
out. Even though dropping out gets more press than attendance issues research suggest
that dropping out is not a single event. Dropping out is the culmination of factors such as
disengagement; withdrawing from school, lack of support within the home and other
various factors (Finn, 1989).
Summary
The factors that affect absenteeism are vast and are essential to understand when
enhancing the knowledge of high school students. The review of literature on this subject
is enormous and relevant in determining why students prefer to attend school or be absent
from school. The gap in the literature exists among attendance factors at high performing
schools. Armed with this knowledge we must investigate the factors that contribute to
absenteeism among high performing schools.
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METHODS

This study was conducted to examine the engagement and absenteeism of ninth
grade students at Hendersonville High School and investigate students’ perspectives as
related to attendance. The study was conducted using a mixed methods design with
Hendersonville High School serving and the identified case. Incorporating the setting as a
“case” allowed the researcher to examine complex phenomena within their context and
use a variety of data sources to inform professional practice (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Because school absenteeism among ninth grade students in Hendersonville High School
is such a complex phenomenon, a sequential explanatory case study supported the
researcher’s approach to understanding the complexities of human behavior.
This following sections in this chapter describe how data were collected and
analyzed and set the foundation of reporting results in the following chapter.
Methods
A mixed methods case study design was chosen in order to investigate school
engagement and its potential influence on absenteeism among ninth grade students at
Hendersonville High School. Specifically, the study was conducted using the sequential
explanatory design and case study format. Creswell and Plano Clark (2006) explained
that a sequential explanatory design is used when the researcher collects both quantitative
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and qualitative data in a sequential manner. The quantitative data is collected first,
followed by the qualitative data, which is used to further explain the quantitative
findings. While this study did not adhere to the confines of a an authentic qualitative case
study methodology, the use of one setting, Hendersonville High School, represents the
boundaries of a “case” defined by Yin (2003) and Merriam (1998). Also, the case was
used to promote the description that accurately describes the phenomenon of real-life
context in which it occurs (Yin, 2003). A critical point of discussion regarding the case
study method is that cases are richly descriptive in order to convey to the reader the
experience of having been there. Detailed descriptions are necessary for the reader to
assess the evidence upon which the researcher’s analysis is based (Merriam, 1998)
Research Questions
School engagement and absenteeism have never been investigated in the
Hendersonville School District. The overarching goal of this research project was to
examine the impact of school engagement on absenteeism and explore students’
perspectives of factors that influence their attendance. In order to accomplish this task,
quantitative and qualitative research questions were used.
Quantitative
1. How do 9th grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items related to
academic work and engagement on the High School Student Survey of School
Engagement (HSSSE) ?
2. How do 9th grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items related to
safety and engagement on the HSSSE?
38

3. How do 9th grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items related to
environment and engagement on the HSSSE?
Qualitative
1. What is the 9th grade attendance pattern at Hendersonville High School?
2. What are 9th grade students’ perceptions of academic work, safety and
environment as they relate to absenteeism?
Sequential Explanatory Design
A mixed method, sequential explanatory design was chosen in order to examine
students’ perspectives of the impact of school engagement on absenteeism. Creswell
(2004) wrote that the purpose of a mixed method, explanatory design allows qualitative
data to support and build upon initial quantitative data. The sequential explanatory design
begins with the collection and analysis of quantitative data followed by the collection and
analysis of qualitative data (Creswell, 2004). In the case of Hendersonville High School
quantitative data in the form of the HSSSE were analyzed in order to how participants
rated engagement items of academic work, safety and environment and their influence on
absenteeism. Qualitative data were collected from focus group interview in order to
expound on the findings from the quantitative data.
Participants
Participants in this study included 170 ninth grade students that completed the
HSSSE survey and 40 ninth grade students that engaged in one of four focus groups. The
total number of participants for the study was 210. Tables 1 and 2 highlight the
demographics for the participants.
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Table 1
Ninth Grade Demographics from HSSSE Survey
# of Participants
170

Age

Gender

Race

70 – 14 yr olds

87 – Female

72 – African American

85 – 15 year olds

83 – Male

66 – Caucasian

17 – 16 year olds

16 – Other
10 – Hispanic

Table 2 includes the demographics for all focus group participants. In Chapter IV, the
demographics for each separate focus group (A, B, C and D) are provided in separate
tables.
Table 2
Ninth Grade Demographics from Focus Group
# of Participants
40

Gender

Race

18 – Female

23 – African American

22 – Male

16 – Caucasian
1 – Hispanic

The Case: Hendersonville High School
Hendersonville High School was chosen for the setting of this sequential
explanatory case study to fully investigate the phenomena of school engagement and
absenteeism among ninth grade students. Data were collected and analyzed using
Hendersonville High School as the actual case site. Hendersonville School District is a
comprehensive K-12 school district with over 2,160 students enrolled in five schools:
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Greene Lower Elementary School, grades K-1; Chancellor Middle Elementary School,
grades 2-3; Hickman Upper Elementary School, grades 4-5; Fanning Junior High School,
grades 6-8; and Hendersonville Senior High School, grades 9-12. The student-teacher
ratio within the district is on average 16 students to one teacher or certified teaching staff
(Hendersonville School District, 2015). Below is descriptive data from the
Hendersonville School District.
Table 3
Descriptive Data comparing Hendersonville School District and the State of Mississippi
Descriptive Data

Hendersonville School District

Total Enrollment
Free/Reduced Lunch
Average Daily
Attendance
Asian
Black
Hispanic
Native American
White
Graduation Rate
Completion Rate
(w/graduates)
Dropout Rate
Total Per Pupil Expenditure
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Mississippi

2,366
67.42%
95.46%

490,619
71.40%
94.91%

0.63%
48.22%
2.75%
0.42%
47.97%
81.5%

0.98%
49.84%
2.68%
0.25%
46.26%
75.5%

90.10%

82.3%

6.8%

13.9%

$7,126

$8,931.30

Table 4
Ninth Grade Demographics
Number of Students

Race

Gender

43
37
40
47
1
1
1
2

White
White
Black
Black
Asian
Asian
Hispanic
Hispanic

Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

Instruments and Data Collection
Quantitative and qualitative data were collected at Hendersonville High School in
order to get an accurate account of perceptions, feelings and insight into the investigation
of the factors that influence student absenteeism. Existing survey and demographic data
were accessed through the Mississippi Student Information System (MSIS) database. The
collection of new data was assembled through focus groups. The researcher determined
the schedule of the data collection strategies in an attempt to build upon the
understanding for the reasons why 9th grade students do not attend school regularly.
Instruments for this study included the High School Survey of Student Engagement
(HSSSE) and a researcher-created focus group protocol.
Documents
Documents containing demographic data were collected from the MSIS. This data
included school attendance, individual attendance, grade point average, and discipline
referrals. This data were collected for triangulation and to analyze the attendance trends
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of 9th graders at Hendersonville High School.
High School Student Survey of Engagement
The pre-existing survey used in this study was the HSSSE. The Center of
Evaluation and Education Policy (CEEP) at Indiana University has developed and
distributed the survey. This particular survey has been used to measure engagement to
over 400,000 students in 40 states.
The survey is structured to measure the following three dimensions of
engagement: cognitive/intellectual/academic engagement, social/behavioral/participatory
engagement, and emotional engagement. The survey is strongly grounded in research and
literature on student engagement. Content validity (face validity) was examined by an
external technical advisory panel consisting of national experts in student engagement, k12 practitioners, and psychometricians Construct validity is supported by confirmatory
factor analysis of HSSSE data of the subscales for the three dimensions of cognitive
engagement, emotional engagement, and behavioral/social engagement. Response
process validity was satisfied through the CEEP collecting focus group data and cognitive
interviews from multiple high schools nation wide. Reliability was measured with
Cronbach’s alpha where using a coefficient greater or equal to 0.70 is traditionally
reliable. Data from research spanning 2013-2015 yielded a Cronbach alpha of .71-.91 for
the subscale of cognitive development, .73-.89 for the subscale of emotional engagement,
and .70 for behavioral/social engagement. This survey allowed the researcher to gather
student perceptions’ of engagement related to student attendance. This survey was given
to students by school administration earlier in the school year (Center of Evaluation &
Educational Policy, 2015).
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The survey consisted of 31 total items. Eleven of the items collected demographic
information, and the remaining 20 items collected students’ engagement perception.
Three types of scales are used to measure students’ responses to the items. The first scale
included responses of strongly disagree, disagree, agree, or strongly agree. The second
scale included responses of not at all, very little, some, and very much; and the third scale
included responses of never, rarely, sometimes, or often.
The HSSSE results were requested from the district after IRB approval was
granted. Excel spreadsheets with HSSSE data for all 170 ninth grade students were
provided to the researcher for analysis.
Focus Group Protocol
The focus group protocol used for this study was developed by the researcher
from HSSSE themes and the literature on school engagement and attendance. Themes
prevalent in the survey and literature included: academic work, safety, and environment.
A focus group protocol consisting of 10 Likert scaled items and 10 constructed response
items were used. Using the Likert scaled items and a group polling technique, input was
encouraged and trends were gauged from group members. A selection of the constructed
response questions were asked based on the trends which surface from selected
responses. Participants were interviewed based on a purposeful selection method
determined once all previous levels of data had been collected and analyzed. Member
checks with focus group and interview participants were conducted.
Once HSSSE data were analyzed and potential focus group participants were
identified, the recruitment and consenting process for the focus group participants was
implemented. In order to begin data collection, all participants were given a packet of
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information informing them of the specifics of the research project. Enclosed in the
packet was an introduction of the study, parent consent form, and student assent form.
Students wishing to participate in the study returned the packet with all consent forms
signed in a lock box to the school counselor’s office. The researcher returned to pick up
the signed consent forms from students wishing to participate in the study.
The researcher made admission tickets for each of the 40 consented focus group
participants. The school counselor then gave the admission tickets with date and time of
the focus group interview to each participant. Focus groups were conducted in an
interview room in the library after school hours. Sessions were audio recorded. Audio
recordings were transcribed. Data from transcribed audio recordings were then
triangulated with data from each participants’ answers provided on the HSSSE
instrument. The MSIS data was used for validation along with HSSSE and focus group
data.
Data Analysis
The researcher organized and prepared the pre-existing data from the MSIS
database and the HSSSE survey data. This particular data were organized in order to
prepare focus groups. Artifacts or data collected from MSIS were numbered and
recorded. The database information entailed the following: (1) the student or participant,
(2) demographic data for students such as age, grade, school, number of days absent,
suspensions, retention, (3) contact information, (4) parent/guardian name, (5) if consent
was received, (6) grade point average and (7) other descriptive comments.
Once data were organized, the researcher examined the data to examine trends
using frequency tabulation, pattern matching, themeing, and thick, rich narrative details.
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This allowed the researcher to gain a better understanding of the complete picture and
enabled the researcher to prepare for the next step in data analysis. The researcher
continued to review the data and analyzed the underlying meaning of each section of the
data. A codebook was developed using the theoretical framework of the study,
propositions, and research questions. All of the codes were used in the development of
the qualitative themes.
Trustworthiness
The concepts of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability have
been identified by Guba (1981) and constructively used by investigators to warrant the
trustworthiness or the validity of qualitative queries were employed in the collection of
qualitative data. Credibility guarantees that the study actually measures or test what was
intended, transferability is concerned that the results of the study can be applied to a
wider population, dependability helps to ensure other investigators can repeat the study,
and confirmability attempts to demonstrate that the findings materialize from the data and
not from the researchers own predisposition (Shenton, 2004).
To increase trustworthiness of the data collected, specific qualitative data
collection techniques were used. The focus groups were determined by themes which
emerged from responses made by participants on the original school administration of the
HSSSE. Trends in the literature suggested at least four themes – (1) academic work
pressures, (2) physical safety, (3) social emotional environment and (4) outlying,
remarkable, or particularly revealing issues influencing attendance – emerged from the
survey and were explored more fully during the focus group conversations.
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Credibility
Comparable to quantitative tests for internal validity, this researcher used several
strategies to demonstrate credibility to ensure that an accurate picture of the phenomenon
under scrutiny is being presented (Shenton, 2004) Using a multitude of data collection
activities provided both breadth and depth to this study. Additionally, the careful
determination of the sampling process engaged a variety of participants and assembled a
broad group of students.
The researcher also ensured the qualitative data collection was credible by
monitoring her biases. In order to avoid any predetermined or biased conclusions, the
researcher performed member checks using student participants as the reliability check
for interpreted data. Hammersley and Gomm (1997) stated that this is important because
although a researcher’s account represents her reality, another researcher could have
different explanations depending on the background knowledge and the empathy they
may have for the participants.
The researcher also focused on the credibility of the study by enhancing the
reliability of the data collection. Reliability can be enhanced if the researcher obtains
adequate recording devices and following with transcribed interviews (Creswell, 2013).
For purposes of this study, multiple techniques were used in order to confirm reliability.
In order to avoid any predetermined or biased conclusions, the researcher performed
collected multiple forms of data collection, which include pre-existing survey data, focus
group interview data, and demographic data. In addition, data collection occurred of an
extended period of time, and the researcher used thick, rich description in order to reduce
bias.
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Transferability
Transferability is the applicability of the outcomes of a study to other situations
(Guba, 1981). It is understood that the findings of qualitative case studies are specific to
individuals and circumstances and are not readily generalizable. With a much smaller
sample size (compared to a quantitative study), the potential to generalize the findings to
other school districts may have been affected. However, since the researcher offered
detailed and thick information and descriptions (Geertz, 1973) about the community,
district, school sites, and participants, other districts with similar demographics and
characteristics may be able to share or transfer the findings to their own settings
(Shenton, 2004).
Dependability
Dependability confirms that another investigator could replicate the procedures in
the proposed study and reach the similar results (Yin, 2009). In order to support
dependability, the researcher of this study documented procedures thoroughly.
Furthermore, the researcher shared interpretations of the data from the focus group and
interviews with the participants in order to provide opportunities for further discussion
and clarification. Shenton (2004) explained, “the final report of a research study should
document the investigation and include sections devoted to: (a) research design and its
implementation, describing what was planned and executed on a tactical level, (b) the
operational detail of gathering data and addressing what was done in the field, (c)
reflective appraisal of the project or evaluating the effectiveness of the process of inquiry
undertaken” (p. 71-72).
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Confirmability
Comparable to objectivity, “confirmability in qualitative measures seeks to
confirm that as much as humanly possible, the findings are the result of the experiences
and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the
researcher” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). Collecting multiple forms of data was effective in
reducing the effects of researcher’s bias. By utilizing what Guba (1981) defined as the
practice of reflexivity in the report, the researcher acknowledged her predispositions,
given explanations and revealed beliefs that reinforce decisions that were made and
methods that were adopted.
Ethical Considerations
A sequential explanatory mixed-methods case study was determined to be the best
method for purposes of investigating the influence of student engagement on attendance
of the ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School. Applying a case study
methodological approach has been beneficial between the researcher and participants
(Crabtree & Miller, 1999). By allowing participants to tell their stories and describe their
views, it has allowed the researcher to better understand their behavior (Baxter & Jack,
2008; Lather, 1992).
Researcher’s Role
The researcher’s role in the study was to serve as the instrument to collect and
analyze all data. However, it was important to note my subjectivities and outline those as
propositions. Yin (2009) that propositions – or subjectivities (Merriam, 1998) –
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must be outlined in order to highlight researcher’s biases. The researcher’s biased
propositions suggested student’s with absenteeism in high school:
1. originate from low-income families,
2. originate from a minority race,
3. have been previously retained,
4. have high numbers of discipline infractions,
5. are often disengaged in class,
6. have less engaged in extracurricular activities,
7. have poor relationships with administration,
8. are less supported at home,
9. feel unsafe in school, and
10. often experience some form of bullying.
The researcher recognized these propositions as subjectivities based on previous
experiences and informed by the literature and made every effort to monitor these
propositions during the data analysis process.
Protection of Human Subjects
Every effort was made to assure all participants were fully informed of the nature
and purpose of the study and their participation. The research project was presented to
potential participants in a number of different ways: letters, phone calls, face-to-face
meetings, etc. The informed consent forms were distributed and reviewed with attendees
at each level of data collection. This is important due to the fact that several participants
were involved in several data collection activities and follow up activities to determine
details. Throughout the process, participants were given multiple opportunities to ask
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more questions and/or opt out of the research project. Individual consent forms were
designed for each participant. IRB approval was granted for this study.
Confidentiality
Although there were no foreseeable risks to participants, the researcher
maintained confidentiality of participants’ identities. Audiotapes of the focus groups and
focus group/interview transcriptions were kept in the researcher’s locked home and will
be destroyed within six months of the study’s completion. Digital records of the
transcriptions were also kept at the home of the researcher along with the paper and
digital records of all the data. All data will be destroyed within six months of the study’s
completion.
Limitations of the Study
The researcher in this study considered how her former employment of the school
district may have biased both the collection and analysis of the data. It should be noted
that, in the current position, the researcher is not exposed to the student body, staff, or
administration on a daily basis and have not been for the past two years. However, a
potential limitation of the study that could stem from the researcher’s former position
with the school district is the level of honesty by the students. Lack of honesty by the
students could indirectly affect the results of this study. It is possible in some cases
students may not have been completely honest with their answers, not wanting to make a
bad impression or appear negative towards teachers or school.
Another limitation is the sample size. While the data were collected from 170
quantitative surveys and from 40 participants in four focus group interviews, a larger
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sample might yield different findings. Findings of this study may have generalizability
limitations due to the small sample size as the findings from this study have limited
ability to be used to explain chronic absenteeism with other students’ population or in
other school districts. However, because the purpose of this study was to explore
students’ perceptions and experiences in detail, the study was best conducted by focusing
on a small number of the participants (Patrick & Yoon, 2004).
Delimitations of the Study
The study was delimited to ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School.
The purpose of choosing ninth grade students revolves around the literature emphasizing
the importance of attendance during the students’ ninth grade year. The CCSR (2014)
found that students that perform poorly in high school show high amounts of absenteeism
in the ninth grade. Allensworth and Easton (2007) also found that attendance in the ninth
grade is directly correlated with graduation.
Summary
The researcher used several forms of data collection strategies (pre-existing
survey data and focus group interviews) with various participant groups, thus providing
the opportunity to have multiple sources of data. The combination of these multiple
method strategies helped to reduce errors and increase the validity by allowing for crossdata comparison (Patton, 2002). The design and process of this study allowed the
researcher to develop helpful practices to improve school attendance and school climate
at Hendersonville High School and within the Hendersonville School District, which
should improve academic achievement and student graduation, using the literature
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review, theoretical framework, propositions, and data. This research will build upon
existing data as well as address gaps in previous research.
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RESULTS

The purpose of this sequential explanatory study was to examine the engagement
and absenteeism of ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School and investigate
the importance of knowledge, motivational issues, and aspects of choice from the
students’ perspectives as related to attendance. The data collected from this study were
collected from school attendance records, pre-existing survey data, and focus group
interviews from 40 ninth grade students a Hendersonville High School. The pre-existing
survey data consisted of 11 demographic questions and 20 perceptional statements
relating to student perceptions of school attendance.
Quantitative Findings
Quantitative data were collected using the district-administered the HSSSE. Data
collected were used to answer three quantitative research questions.
High School Student Survey of Engagement
The survey consisted of 31 total items. Eleven of the items collected demographic
information, and the remaining 20 items collected students’ engagement perceptional. A
Likert scale response consisted of answers varying between strongly disagree, disagree,
agree, strongly agree, not at all, very little, some, very much, never rarely, sometimes, or
often. Questions included responses on academic engagement, safety, and environment
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along with perceptions of school culture and climate. Two specific items were used to
determine the students’ general perceptions about attending their schools. These items –
4a and 12 – inquired about how students felt about their school and whether their
attendance was influenced by disinterest.
Item 4a asked students to rate whether they felt good about their school on a scale
using strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly disagree. Results indicated 151
students strongly agree/agree while 19 strongly disagree/disagree.
Item 12 asked students to indicate whether they had skipped school or deliberately
faked an illness in order to be absent from school because of their disinterest in school.
Responses to item 12 were ranked on scale using never, rarely, sometimes or often scale.
Results of this item indicated 142 students often miss school, while 28 never miss school
for the reasons listed above.
Quantitative Research Question 1
The first quantitative research question, How do ninth grade students at
Hendersonville High School rate items related to academic work and engagement on the
HSSSE? Was answered using items 15 and 23 from the HSSSE. Tables 5 and 6 present
the responses for these items.
Item 15 asked students if they had ever considered dropping out of school.
Options provided were never, rarely, sometimes and often. Students that indicated they
considered dropping out of school were instructed to select reasons that influenced their
thoughts of dropping out of school. Fifteen choices were provided, and of those 15, five
related to academic work (15a, 15b, 15e, 15i, and 15j). Table 5 includes each of the items
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related to academic work, along with the number of participants that selected each item
as a reason they considered leaving school.
Table 5
Academic Work and Engagement Item 15 Responses
Survey Item 15

Responses

a. The work was too hard

25

b. The work was too easy
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e. I didn’t see the value in the work I was being

122

asked to do.
i. I felt I was too far behind in credits to graduate

10

j. I failed required standardized tests for graduation

19

________________________________________________________________________

Item 23 asked students to specify their reasons for going to school. Thirteen
reasons were given and students rated those options on a scale of strongly agree, agree,
disagree, and strongly disagree. Three of the options related to academic work (23b, 23i,
and 23j). Table 6 includes each of the items related to academic work, along with the
number of participants that selected each item as a reason they attended school.

56

Table 6
Academic Work and Engagement Item 23 Responses
Results
(N=)

Survey Item (23)

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
b. I go to school because of what I learn
87
35
in classes.
i. I go to school because I want to
0
42
graduate and go to college.
j. I go to school because I want to learn
24
44
skills and get a good job.

Agree
48

Strongly
Agree
0

105

23

87

15

Quantitative Research Question 2
The second quantitative research question, How do ninth grade students at
Hendersonville High School rate items related to safety and engagement on the HSSSE?
This question was answered using items 4c, 10, 11, 15f and 23l from the HSSSE. Item
15f asked students whether bullying was a factor in whether they considered dropping out
of school. Seventeen students identified bullying as a factor that influenced their
decisions to consider dropping out. Tables 7 and 8 present the responses for the
remaining four items.
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Table 7
Safety and Engagement Items 4c and 23l Responses

Survey Item
4c. I feel safe in this school.

Results
(N=)
Strongly
Disagree
0

Disagree

Agree

40

130

Strongly
Agree
0

78

45

32

15

23l. I go to school to stay out of
trouble.

Table 8
Safety and Engagement Items 10 and 11 Responses
Results
(N=)

Survey Item

Never

10. During this school year, how often
have you been picked on or bullied
by another student?
1. During this school year, how often
have you witnessed an act of
bullying.

Rarely Sometimes

Often

155

0

15

0

163

0

7

0

Quantitative Research Question 3
The third quantitative research question, How do ninth grade students at
Hendersonville High School rate items related to environment and engagement on the
HSSSE?, was answered using items 15 and 23 from the HSSSE. Tables 9 and 10 present
the responses for these items.

58

Item 15 asked students if they had ever considered dropping out of school.
Options provided were never, rarely, sometimes and often. Students that indicated they
considered dropping out of school were instructed to select reasons that influenced their
thoughts of dropping out of school. Fifteen choices were provided, and of those 15, four
related to environment (15c, 15d, 15h, and 15k). Table 9 includes each of the items
related to environment, along with the number of participants that selected each item as a
reason they considered leaving school.
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Table 9
Environment and Engagement Item 15 Responses
Survey Item 15

Responses

b. I didn’t like the school

19

c. I didn’t like the teachers

0

h. No adults in the school cared about me

0

i. Adults in the school encouraged me to drop out

0

________________________________________________________________________
Item 23 asked students to specify their reasons for going to school. Thirteen
reasons were given and students rated those options on a scale of strongly agree, agree,
disagree, and strongly disagree. Five of the options related to environment (23a, 23c,
23d, 23g, and 23h).
Table 10
Environment and Engagement Item 23 Responses
Results
(N=)

Survey Item (23)

a.
c.
d.
g.
h.

Strongly Disagree Agree
Disagree
I go to school because I enjoy being in
58
24
88
school.
I go to school because of my teachers.
0
133
37
I go to school because of my friends.
15
35
120
I go to school because I participate in
40
56
74
athletics.
I go to school because I participate in
73
37
60
band, orchestra, and/or choir.
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Strongly
Agree
0
0
0
0
0

Qualitative Findings
Qualitative data were collected using three years of attendance records and focus
group protocol developed by the researcher. Data collected were used to answer two
qualitative research questions.
Qualitative Research Question 1
The first research question, What is the ninth grade attendance pattern at
Hendersonville High School?, was answered using attendance data received from
Hendersonville High School and the MSIS. Three years of ninth grade student attendance
data were reviewed to gain insight into the attendance pattern at Hendersonville High
School.
During the 2013-2014 school year, 19% of ninth grade students enrolled at
Hendersonville High School had 18+ absences from school, which results in being
defined as “chronically absent”. Ninth grade students also had the highest number of
total absences per class period in Grades 9-12 with 5,423 absences of instructional
periods for the 2013-2014 school year compared to Grade 10 with 1,574, Grade 11 with
1,296, and Grade 12 with 2,793 total absences per class period.
During the 2014-2015 school year, 22% of ninth grade students enrolled at
Hendersonville High School had 18+ absences from school. Similar to the prior year,
ninth grade students also had the highest number of total absences per class period in
Grades 9-12 with 4,219 absences for the 2014-2015 school year compared to Grade 10
with 1,286, Grade 11 with 1,105, and Grade 12 with 2,003 total absences per class
period.
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During the 2015-2016 school year, 26% of ninth grade students enrolled at
Hendersonville High School had 18+ absences from school. For the third consecutive
year, ninth grade students also had the highest number of total absences per class period
in Grades 9-12 with 5,231 absences for the 2015-2016 school year compared to Grade 10
with 1,089, Grade 11 with 1,674, and Grade 12 with 2,511 total absences per class
period.
Analysis of the data revealed that ninth grade students, more than any other grade
level, were chronically absent. Therefore, the theme identified for Qualitative Research
Question 1 was Ninth Graders are Chronically Absent.
Theme 1: Ninth Graders are Chronically Absent. Based on the attendance
information collected from the MSIS, Qualitative Research Question 1 could be answered
by stating that the pattern of attendance for ninth grade students at Hendersonville High
School is not consistent with steady attendance of students in other grades. Conversely,
an average of 22% of ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School is consistently
defined as chronically absent. Also, ninth grade students, as a group, were absent for
14,873 classes over the course of three years, with an average of 4,958 missed class
period each year. Therefore, the attendance pattern of ninth grade students at
Hendersonville High School can be described as chronically absent from class periods.
Qualitative Research Question 2
The second research question, What are ninth grade students’ perceptions of
academic work, safety and environment as they relate to absenteeism?, was answered
using focus groups interviews. Forty ninth grade students were interviewed through focus
group protocol. Interviews were conducted on Wednesday, March 23, 2016. Of the 40
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students participating in the study 21 students were classified as honor students. These
students took classes that required a heavier workload and a more rigorous curriculum
than those in non-honor classes. A total of four focus groups were conducted.
Focus Group Demographics Tables 7, 8, 9 and 10 provide a summary of the
demographic breakdowns of focus group A. The groups are distinguished by race,
gender, grade point average (GPA), number of days absent, and number of discipline
referrals for each participant. An asterisk (*) denotes honor student significance.
Table 11

Focus Group A Demographics

Participant

Race

Gender

GPA

Days Absent

# of Referrals

1
*2
3
*4
5
*6
*7
*8
*9
10

B
B
B
B
B
H
W
W
W
W

F
F
M
M
M
F
F
F
M
M

82
94
73
95
81
92
93
91
96
66

5
3
12
3
18
6
4
5
1
21

1
0
4
0
0
2
0
0
0
10
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Table 12
Focus Group B Demographics
Participant Race
*1
*2
3
4
5
6
*7
*8
*9
*10

Gender
B
B
B
B
B
B
W
W
W
W

GPA

Days Absent # of Referrals

F
F
M
M
M
M
F
F
M
M

97
91
63
88
77
81
95
99
95
98

5
3
19
8
10
2
1
3
0
4

0
0
7
0
3
2
0
0
0
0

Table 13
Focus Group C Demographics
Participant

Race

Gender

GPA

1
*2
*3
4
5
6
*7
*8
9
10

B
B
B
B
B
B
W
W
W
W

F
F
M
M
M
M
F
F
M
M

82
94
97
73
68
89
94
98
70
81

64

Days Absent # of Referrals
2
4
2
5
2
11
3
0
7
21

3
0
0
0
1
2
0
0
0
2

Table 14
Focus Group D Demographics
Participant

Race

Gender

GPA

*1
2
3
4
*5
*6
7
*8
9
*10

B
B
B
B
B
B
W
W
W
W

F
F
F
M
M
M
F
F
M
M

97
85
83
72
92
94
65
96
62
91

Days Absent # of Referrals
0
7
20
1
2
1
3
6
5
2

0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
0

Focus Group Findings
The second qualitative research question aimed to determine whether students
perceived academics, safety and environment influenced their attendance. A number of
recurring themes were present related to each area. For example, the students indicated
their teachers engaged them academically but utilized too much lecture; security was
implemented but punishment was inclusive of all students; and school environment
lacked in several areas. Therefore, the themes identified to answer the second qualitative
research question include the following: Academic Rigor through Lecture, Security and
Punishment, and Environment Lacks Art, Technology and Food Choices. Each of these
themes is discussed below.
Theme 2: Academic Rigor through Lecture. While the participants appreciated
their teachers’ high expectations for academic rigor and achievement, they responded that
teacher’s use of lecture, as the main instructional method was not effective.
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A reoccurring theme in the data shows that students at Hendersonville High
School agree that teachers expect students to learn and push students to achieve
academically. Listed below are several responses from the student participants noting
their perceptions of academic rigor.
I come to school to get an education and I expect the work to be hard in order to
be able to pass when I get to college, if it is not hard, what’s the point? (Student 1,
Focus Group A).

I like how teachers here do not give up on you. I know that I will be successful
because I can do the work and I know that they will not give up on me. (Student
3, Focus Group B).

We have good teachers here. The teachers make sure we are prepared for our state
tests. Teachers here give a lot of work. (Student 3, Focus Group C).

I like our teachers here because they make sure you understand something before
they move on and if you need help after school they will stay and help you. The
teachers just want us to succeed in life and not drop out. (Student 7, Focus Group
D).

Another reoccurring theme emerged concerning the teaching method or method of
instruction. Students acknowledge that teachers want students to do well but
unfortunately teacher resort to using limited methods of instruction. Listed below are
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several responses from the student participants noting their perceptions of teachers’
limited methods of instruction.
In some of my classes the teachers just give me the notes and read over it. I really
don’t understand what it means but all she will do is read you the notes. I wish the
teachers would explain it better and actually talk to me and not the whole group. I
also wish learning could be fun and not always preparing for a state test. It’s so
boring that you just fall asleep because all the teachers do is read to you. (Student
2, Focus Group A)

Some teachers will hand you the notes and tell you to go get a book and fill out
the notes and stuff then go over it the next day for a grade. Then on other days
they will ask you to do the same thing but never go over it and never take a grade.
The teachers are not very consistent but we get in trouble for not trying, it doesn’t
make sense. (Student 6, Focus Group A)

We never do anything with technology or interact with the teacher or students in
the room, all we do is copy notes and do worksheets. A worksheet doesn’t teach
me anything, I would rather learn from the teacher. Teachers do not challenge us
here, they will give us extra work and give us a 100. The work isn’t hard it’s just
more work. (Student 5, Focus Group C)

I wish accelerated or honors classes were just the smarter kids. They will put kids
in classes that they shouldn’t and the students that shouldn’t be in there keep us
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from learning. I wish honors classes could be just that, “honors students.”
(Student 4, Focus Group D)

We sit in class and learn stuff that we don’t even take a test on, it’s kind of like
what we are learning is not important. It’s a waste of time. We do not do any
hands on activities or real problem solving. They just tell us what to write down
or what they think is important write down. They won’t let us think for ourselves.
When all you do is talk to me, I stop listening. (Student 9, Focus Group B)

I don’t like how teachers in regular classes make the smart kids teach the kids that
cant get it. How can I learn more when I have to teach some kid something that is
not very hard to understand anyway? (Student 7, Focus Group B)

I don’t like it how some teachers wont help you with your work. If you don’t
understand it they will tell you just to get out if you are not going to work. If you
don’t understand sometimes the teacher will just give you the answer so they can
move on and they never help you understand how to solve the problem. (Student
3, Focus Group D)

I like pre-engineering classes but all my teacher does is talk, talk, talk, and all the
sudden she gives you 10 minutes at the end of class to work on your project. How
can we get anything done if all she does is talk? (Student 6, Focus Group A)
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I get excited to learn when my teacher interacts with me instead of just standing
there talking the whole time. I can’t stand it when all they do is lecture all day
every day. Almost every teacher I have lectures all the time. (Student 9, Focus
Group C)

I just moved here from a different school and everyone I talked to told me how
great this school was. The teachers do not explain thing very well. I wish they
would use a different teaching method instead of just lecturing all the time.
(Student 10, Focus Group D)

My favorite classes are math and biology because we get to play games and do
experiments and projects. In all my other classes we just sit there and listen to the
teacher talk. I actually learn something in math and biology instead of being
talked to. We have competitions in class sometimes and I get excited about
winning. (Student 2, Focus Group D)

Theme 2: Security and Punishment. Participants explained that they felt safe
and secure in class. However, they were not in favor of the group punishments or
reprimands that were implemented to correct the actions of a few students.
A common theme among students at Hendersonville High School involving safety
pertains to teachers securing the classroom and following procedure. Listed below are
several responses from the student participants noting their perceptions of teachers’ use
of security procedures in the classroom.
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Our teachers lock the doors when you come in class and that makes me feel safe.
The teacher will ask you if something is bothering you and that makes me feel
good too. (Student 7, Focus Group D)

I feel safe here because most people follow the rules. There are some kids here
that are out of control but I’m not afraid of them because they are not going to do
anything anyways. I just don’t like it when one person does something and they
punish the whole school for it. It’s just weird because you’re not even here and
you still get punished. (Student 2, Focus Group A)
Another common theme among respondents concerning safety was the
administration punishing the student body as a whole. As conflict arises administration at
Hendersonville High School will take privileges away from students because of the
actions of a few. Listed below are several responses from the student participants noting
their perceptions of punishments implemented by the administration.
Teachers will help you with a problem if they like you or if they want to be nosey.
Every time I have ever been to the office with a problem with another student I
get in trouble so I just stopped going. Administrators think if they don’t have to
hear about a problem then there is not one. (Student 1, Focus Group B)

We have no areas to hang out in and just be ourselves because some kids don’t
know how to act so we get punished as a whole. They take away all privileges
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because they say we can’t act right. There are too many fights to let us have break
or hang out after school. (Student 8, Focus Group A)

I do not feel safe here because the principal let a guy who was waiting trial to go
to school here with the rest of us. After he went to jail he was allowed to come
back to class. I was so scared that I couldn’t focus on anything. (Student 4, Focus
Group C)
Theme 3: Environment Lacks Art, Technology and Food Choices.
Participants noted that their school environment lacked in a number of areas. Specifically,
students stated they would like more art classes and activities, improved technology, and
better choices for food options at lunch.
A common theme throughout the research revolved around the lack of any art
based curriculum at Hendersonville High School. Listed below are several responses
from the student participant’s highlighting their desire for more arts activities.
I wish we had more extracurricular activities to help people enjoy school more.
We have piano but that is like after school. I wish we had classes like art, drama,
or theater that we could take. (Student 4, Focus Group A)

I am proud of my school because we have a lot of smart kids here and we have a
good reputation in the area. We are also really good at sports and that’s why
everybody wants to come here. I wish we had more classes or clubs that were art
based. (Student 8, Focus Group D)
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We should have more clubs here. We don’t have anything but school and sports
here. The only rewards they have here are for the super smart kids but I wish all
kids mattered. (Student 5, Focus Group B)

The administrators and teachers encourage us to do our work and if we make a
good score on the state test we get rewarded but I wish it was something bigger
than going to the gym to watch a movie. I wish we could go somewhere like to
Jackson or to a college campus for a visit. (Student 1, Focus Group C)

Another common theme that emerged from the data was the lack of access to
different forms of technology. Students explained they would like more access to
technology and different types of technology at their school. The statements below
highlight students’ desire for more technology.
I wish we had like iPads and stuff. I mean I have one but I wish everyone did so
we could use it in class. I think a lot of kids would pay more attention if we had a
device in front of us. More people would stop sleeping if they had something
better to look at instead of a book. (Student 10, Focus Group C)

We never have enough computers for all students to work in class and the
administrators will not let us bring our own computers or iPads to school. I don’t
get that. (Student 3, Focus Group A)
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The teachers and administration will not let us Google thing on our phones. They
are so scared we are going to get on Facebook, Instagram, or Twitter that they
make us keep them in our backpacks. We could access useful information for our
projects but they wont let us use them. (Student 6, Focus Group B)
Another common theme that emerged from the data revolved around nutrition and
access to healthy snacks during the school day. Listed below are several statements from
participants expounding on their desire for more health choices.
I wish we could have healthy snacks during the day. We only eat at breakfast and
lunch and nothing in between. We starve all day long practically. I would be
much happier and try to do more in school if we didn’t starve all day. (Student 5,
Focus Group D)

I wish we could eat outside and eat healthier. Like if we had tables, umbrellas,
and stuff we could take our lunch and eat outside. Nobody wants to hang out
inside all day long and since they take our break when people act up getting to eat
outside would be better. When we don’t get to go outside or see outside (because
a lot of classrooms do not have windows) it’s like it’s raining all day long and it
really gets to me. (Student 2, Focus Group A)

The cafeteria only serves food like you find in a buffet. We don’t eat food like
that. I wish they served wraps, sandwiches, and salads. I wish we could make our
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own food like we do at Subway. We would eat more if we could choose what
went in it. (Student 4, Focus Group C)

The food they serve here is awful. It has no taste and they never give you enough.
If the food were better I wouldn’t mind coming to school. The food is terrible and
who wants to stay all day and starve or get in trouble for bringing your own food
that tastes good. (Student 9, Focus Group D)
Integration of Findings
Findings for the first quantitative research question, How do ninth grade students
a Hendersonville High School rate items related to academic work and engagement on
the HSSSE?, show ninth grade students are not engaged by lecture which is the common
method of instruction and ninth grade students did not see the value in the work given by
instructors at Hendersonville High School. Therefore, it is possible that the high number
of absences in the ninth grade cohort is due to boredom, caused by the method of
instruction used by the teaching staff.
In reference to quantitative research question two, How do ninth grade students at
Hendersonville High School rate items related to safety and engagement on the HSSSE?,
findings suggest that students feel safe at school and suggest that bullying is not an issue
at Hendersonville High School. These findings suggest that attendance patterns are not
tied to safety issues at Hendersonville High School.
In reference to quantitative research question three, How do ninth grade students
at Hendersonville High School rate items related to environment and engagement on the
HSSSE?, findings suggest that student’s are supported by staff and enjoy peer interaction.
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However, 49% of students do not enjoy going to school. These conflicting findings
within survey data will impact attendance patterns and can be further explained by
qualitative data collected in this study.
In reference to qualitative research question one, What is the ninth grade
attendance pattern at Hendersonville High School?, findings suggest the ninth grade
cohort has the highest number of absences by period for the past three years and the
highest percentage of school absences over the past three years at Hendersonville High
School. Based on attendance information ninth grade students at Hendersonville High
School are chronically absent. In reference to qualitative research question two, What are
ninth grade students’ perceptions of academic work, safety, and environment as they
relate to absenteeism?, findings suggest that students perceive too much lecture as a
contributing factor to absenteeism. The lack of academic rigor and achievement due to
lecture method contributed to absenteeism in ninth grade students at Hendersonville High
School. Other contributing factors to absenteeism consisted of group punishment by
administration, lack of visual and performing arts, accessibility to technology, and poor
food choices.
Summary
The purpose of this sequential explanatory study was to examine the engagement
and absenteeism of ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School from the
students’ perspectives. The findings presented reflect the perspective of ninth grade
students in the areas of academic work, safety, and engagement. Data was collected and
analyzed using quantitative and qualitative research techniques. The combination of the
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two methods of research yielded fascinating findings in what causes ninth grade students
at a high performing school to be absent.
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FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary of the Study
This study was conducted to examine the engagement and absenteeism of ninth
grade students at Hendersonville High School and investigate students’ perspectives as
related to attendance. The study was conducted using a mixed methods design with
Hendersonville High School serving and the identified case.The data collected from this
study was collected from school attendance records, pre-existing survey data from 170
ninth grade students, and focus group interviews from 40 ninth grade students a
Hendersonville High School. The pre-existing survey data consisted of 11 demographic
questions and 20 perceptional statements relating to student perceptions of school
attendance collected from 170 participants. The survey results of the 40 focus group
participants were also organized and analyzed. A focus group study was conducted on 40
students with 21 students being honor students. Data from the respondents were
organized and analyzed in four focus groups with responses concerning: academic work,
safety, environment, and outlying or remarkable responses.
Interpretation of Findings Based on Theoretical Framework
The overarching goal of this research project was to examine the impact of school
engagement on absenteeism and explore students’ perspectives of factors that influence
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their attendance.. Throughout the current literature two theories have emerged that
address the issue of school climate affecting student attendance. Motivation and choice
are the two dominate factors that can influence attendance. However, Dewey’s (1928)
Instrumental Theory of Knowledge plays a key role in that knowledge and the quest for
knowledge should motivate us to change a behavior that will affect our development as
productive people. These three theories will help to identify solutions to the quantitative
and qualitative research questions that were used in this study.
Quantitative
1. How do ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to academic work and engagement on the HSSSE?
2. How do ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to safety and engagement on the HSSSE?
3. How do ninth grade students at Hendersonville High School rate items
related to environment and engagement on the HSSSE?
Qualitative
1. What is the ninth grade attendance pattern at Hendersonville High School?
2. What are ninth grade students’ perceptions of academic work, safety and
environment as they relate to absenteeism?
By applying these theories, it allows for the researcher to ask deep questions from
participants at very different levels. The theoretical frameworks that guide this study will
be based off of the works of Dewey (1928), Maslow (1943), and Glasser (1997) thus
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providing insight into the overall climate and culture of the school and how it factors into
student absenteeism.
According to Dewey (1928), knowledge, is the equivalent of “knowing how,” of
skills or ability to enable one to anticipate how they behave under certain conditions and
to take steps accordingly (p. 141). This theory of knowledge grounds individuals with the
ability to “know how” to do something. Along with ability, knowledge also surrounds us
and gives us assurance that what we know is valuable and worth something. Dewey’s
(1928) theory of knowledge is the foundation for success in academic work, personal
issues of safety, and productive environment for students in a learning environment. In
the case of student attendance, those that miss regularly may not have the assurance that
they need or want in order to be successful at school. This fact alone is the basis of a
healthy school climate. Students will struggle to survive and mature adequately without a
healthy climate. Hoy and Hannum (1997) found that the most critical school climate
variable influencing student achievement was a serious and organized learning
environment, and teachers displaying commitment to student through supply of materials
essential to learning. These findings reigned true even after controlling for socioeconomic
status.
Dewey’s (1928) Theory of Knowledge is prevalent and active among ninth grade
students at Hendersonville High School. Survey data and focus group data show that
students possess a strong sense of self worth and ability to succeed academically. Data
show that 95% of students are challenged to their full potential while in the classroom,
and 95% of students have never considered dropping out of school.
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Motivation theory is a multidimensional theoretical strand that is associated with
the progressions that describe why and how human behavior is activated and directed.
Owens and Valesky (2011) proposed, the most powerful and enduring ways of
understanding human motivation was developed by Maslow (1943) believed that people
are driven from within to realize their full growth potential (p. 299). Motivation theory
sheds light on students perspectives as why to attend school and can explore a student’s
individual life journey.
Maslow’s (1943) Theory of Motivation is present at Hendersonville High School.
Data shows that 95% of focus group respondents are motivated to succeed inside and
outside the classroom,72% of students believe their opinions are respected at this school,
92% feel supported by teachers, administrators, counselors, and other adults. Student 3
from focus group B stated, “I like how teachers here do not give up on you. I know that I
will be successful because I can do the work and I know that they will not give up on
me.”
William Glasser is known for his development of choice theory. Choice theory helps
nurture the warm, supportive human relationship that student’s need for school success.
Choice theory fulfills four basic psychological needs, which are belonging, power,
freedom, and fun (Glasser, 1997). Theory of choice supports a healthy school climate
ultimately allowing students to learn freely at their own pace and as they choose to.
Glasser’s (1997) Theory of Choice is active in the ninth grade respondents at
Hendersonville High School. Data show that 77% of students feel good about coming to
school, 85% care about the school, and 75% of students feel safe while at school. Student
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1 from FG-A stated, “ I come to school to get an education and I expect the work to be
hard in order to be able to pass when I get to college, if it is not hard what’s the point?”
Interpretation of Findings Based on Literature Review
As previously discussed in the literature review the importance of attendance
during a students’ ninth grade year is critical to graduation. Along with the need for
consistent attendance students must be encouraged, supported, and motivated from within
as well as outside forces. The literature discussed previously address issues of attendance
from low performing students and students that are “at risk” of failing. This is not the
case at Hendersonville High School. Hendersonville is a successful school according to
Mississippi’s accountability model. Research data show 88% of all ninth grade students
and 77% of focus group respondents feel good about being in this high school, 72% of all
ninth grade students and 97% of focus group respondents feel as though their opinions
are respected at this school, 86% of all ninth grade and 85% of focus group respondents
feel as though the school as contributed to their development in skills for success after
graduation, and 89% of all ninth grade students and 97% of focus group respondents
agree that they put great effort into their academic work. Absenteeism in the ninth grade
at Hendersonville High School is still an issue due to method of instruction, lack of art
based learning, lack of technology, healthier food choices, and discipline practices related
to safety.
Conclusions
The following conclusions were revealed through data analysis as a result of this
study of ninth grade students’ perceptions concerning attendance at school.
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Teachers want students to be successful. Student 3 FG-A stated, “ I like
how teachers here do not give up on you. I know I will be successful
because I can do the work and I know they will not give up on me.”



Teachers on lecture. Fifty percent of focus group survey respondents
responded specifically to no interaction with teacher. Data from ninth
grade survey results reflected 87% of students and 90% of focus group
respondents responded teacher lecture engage students’ very little/not at
all. Student 2 FG-A stated, “ in some of my classes the teachers just give
me the notes and read over it. I really do not understand what it means but
all she will do is read to you. Its so boring that you just fall asleep.”



Teachers follow procedures. Student 3 FG-B stated, “ we have good
teachers here. The teachers make sure we are prepared for our state tests.
Teachers here give a lot of work.” Survey data shows that 86% of ninth
grade students and 85% of focus group respondents agree that school
contributes to development of acquiring job skills after graduation,
writing, speaking, and thinking effectively, and developing creative ideas.
Student 7 FG-D stated,” our teachers lock the doors when you come in
class and that makes me feel safe.”



Discipline practices related to school safety issues. Student 8 FG-A
stated, “ we have no areas to hang out in school and just be ourselves
because some kids don’t know how to act so we get punished as a whole.
They take away all privileges because they say we can’t act right. There
are too many fights to let us have break or hang out after school. Student 4
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FG-C stated,” I do not feel safe here because the principal let a guy who
was awaiting trail to go to school here with the rest of us. After he went to
jail he was allowed to come back to class. I was so scared that I couldn’t
focus on anything.”


Lack of art based learning. Survey data shows that 62% of ninth grade
students and 90% of focus group respondents are engaged by art/drama/
role play. Survey data also shows that 92% of ninth grade students and
85% of focus group respondents are bored in class. Student 4 FG-A
stated,” I wish we had classes like art, drama or theater that we could
take.” Student 8 FG-D stated,” I am proud of my school because we have
a lot of smart kids here and we have a good reputation in the area. I wish
we had more classes or clubs that were art based.”



Lack of technology. Student 5 FG-C stated,” we never do anything with
technology or interact with the teacher or students in the room, all we do is
copy notes and do worksheets.” Student 10 FG-C stated, I wish we had
like Ipads and stuff. I mean I have one but I wish everyone did so we
could use it in class.” Student 3 FG-A stated, “ We never have enough
computers for all students to work in class and the administrators will not
let us bring our own computers or Ipads to school, I just don’t get it.”



Eat Healthier. Student 5 FG-D stated,” I wish we could have healthy
snacks during the day. We only eat at breakfast and lunch and nothing in
between, we practically starve.” Student 2 FG-A stated, “ I wish we could
eat outside and eat healthier.” Student 4 FG-C stated, “ The cafeteria only
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serves food like you find in a buffet. We don’t eat food like that. I wish
they served wraps, sandwiches, and salads.”
Recommendations
The following recommendations are proposed as a result of this study of ninth
grade students’ perceptions concerning attendance at school.


Professional development opportunities for teachers to learn new methods
of instruction.



Developing a new discipline policy for combating issues on an individual
basis instead of punishing groups of people. Also expanding the discipline
policy to a reward based system for students following procedures.



Improving the curriculum to incorporate art based learning through grade
levels. Introduce new classes and after school opportunities for students to
participate in art based learning.



Improve use of and accessibility to technology in the classroom and for
individual student use. This should include after school accessibility to
computer labs where all students can have access.



Improving school breakfast and lunch to include a healthier variety of
foods to choose from. Also allow for break opportunities to allow students
to purchase healthy snacks throughout the day.
Recommendations for Further Research

The following recommendations for future research are proposed as a result of
this study of ninth grade students’ perceptions concerning attendance at school.
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Is attendance a problem in all school?



Compare teaching methods to increased test scores.



Is truancy a symptom rather than a problem? Can school officials make
significant change?



Comparing academic achievement of schools with a rich art based
curriculum with those who do not.



Does access to technology improve test scores?
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Yin (2003) suggests that propositions are crucial elements in case study research
because they intensify the probability that the researchers will be able to place limitations
on the scope of the study and thus serve to center the process of data collection. Possible
propositions for this case study are as follows:


Students with habitual absenteeism in high school typically originate from
low-economic households.



Students with habitual absenteeism in high school typically originate from
a minority race.



Students with habitual absenteeism in high school have been retained
during their K-12 career.



Students with habitual absenteeism in high school have high frequency of
discipline infractions or suspensions.



Students with habitual absenteeism in high school choose not to attend
school due to disengagement.



Students with habitual absenteeism in high school are less involved in
extracurricular activities.



Students with habitual absenteeism have poor relationships with teachers
and administration.



Students with habitual absenteeism in high school are less supported from
home by parents/legal guardians.



Students with habitual absenteeism in high school typically feel unsafe at
school.
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Students with habitual absenteeism in high school typically experience
bullying.

The propositions expedite a deeper investigation of the research questions as they
will focus on the analysis of student choices, motivation, relationships, and perceptions of
factors, which influence student attendance.
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Recruitment Letter for Potential Participants
Dear Student,
My name is Jemmye Ann Helms. I am a doctoral student at Mississippi State
University. I am in the process of completing my dissertation, “Improving School
Attendance for High Performing Students.” The goal of this research is to determine
how to improve attendance at Henderson High School, and to give students a voice
to explain their perceptions and thoughts that may explain why students choose to
be absent at successful high schools.
You are invited to take part in a research study that is being conducted at
Henderson High School. It is believed that you have information regarding your
experiences at Henderson High School that may provide answers as to why students
choose not to come to school.
Attached you will find an informed consent form and a self-addressed stamped
envelope. If you agree to participate in the study please do the following: 1) If you
are under 18 years old, please have your parent or guardian sign the informed
consent form; 2) You should sign the student consent form as well. Return
everything in the enclosed envelope and return it to the counselor’s office. Please
note the information you provide will be confidential and there are no consequences
associated with your participation in this study. If you agree to participate in this
study and return the previously discussed paperwork, you will be contacted in
order to set up an interview.
I would like to thank you in advance for participating in this study. If you have any
questions please contact me at 601.941.9278 or at jah13@msstate.edu.
Thank you,

Jemmye Ann Helms
Doctoral Student, Mississippi State University
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Distribute Recruitment Letter and Parental Permission
Welcome Recruits and Introduce Myself and the Study
SAY: I am Jemmye Ann Helms, a current doctoral student at Mississippi State
University. I am in the process of completing my dissertation: Perceptions of school
culture and climate issues, which influence attendance. The goal of this research is
to determine how to improve attendance at Kosciusko High School.
You are invited to take part in a research study that is being conducted at Kosciusko
High School. I believe that you have interesting reasons for being absent and
fascinating information regarding your experiences at Kosciusko High School that
may provide valuable answers to help improve your school.
Distribute Recruitment Letter, Parent Permission, Student Assent
SAY: I would like to talk to you concerning the forms contained in your packet of
information on the study.
Attached you will find a parent/guardian permission form. If you agree to
participate in the study please do the following: 1) Please have your parent or
guardian sign the parent permission form and 2) Return everything in a sealed
envelope to the locked drop box in the school counselor’s office. Please note the
information you provide will be confidential and there are no consequences
associated with your participation in this study. If you agree to participate in this
study and return the previously discussed paperwork, you will be contacted in
order to participate in a focus group meeting. This meeting will take place after
school hours in the conference room of the library where I will ask you and 9 other
to share your thoughts on the influence of academics, safety, and environment on
absenteeism or attendance at school. At no point will I know your name. You will
respond openly as a group member identified only by number. No school staff will
hear your voice or the recording of the group meeting. I will identify you by a
number, which keeps you anonymous from others.
Close Recruitment Meeting
SAY: Thank you for your time, If you choose to participate in the study return all the
appropriate forms to the locked drop box in the counselors office. Thanks again.

103

Admission Form/Ticket
YOU ARE PARTICIPANT NUMER
_____________
Please come to the
Kosciusko High School, Library Conference Room
on
March 23 , 2016
at
3:30 pm
REMEMBER
Bring this paper to the meeting

Bring this paper to the meeting.

Admission Form/Ticket
YOU ARE PARTICIPANT NUMER
_____________
Please come to the
Kosciusko High School, Library Conference Room
on
March 23, 2016
at
4:30pm
REMEMBER

Bring this paper to the meeting.
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Parent/Guardian Consent Form
Dear Parent or Guardian,
Attendance is a critical factor in academic achievement. In fact, attendance is a life-long
skill needed to be successful in everyday work life. The purpose of this research project is
to learn more about why students fail to come to school regularly. If research can help us
understand why students fail to attend school then parents, teachers, and school officials
can better meet the needs of all students and adequately prepare students for the future.
If you allow your child to participate in this study, your child will participate in a focus
group interview that will be conducted at school (e.g., questions concerning what makes
you attend school or miss school, feelings about the school climate, and what changes
would make you attend school more). Your student will also participate in individual
interviews if needed by the researcher.
Participation in this study is voluntary; your refusal to have your child participate will
involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Your child may
withdraw from the study at any time or refuse to answer any specific question that is
asked. The information your child provides will be confidential (i.e., you and your child
will never be identified in the study). Your child will be allowed to choose a fictions
name for this study.
Jemmye Ann Helms, Doctoral Student, and Dr. Kay Brocato, Professor, both of
Mississippi State University, will conduct this study. If you should have any questions
about this project, please feel free to contact to Dr. Kay Brocato at 662-325-7060 or by
email at kbrocato@colled.msstate.edu. For more information about human participation
in research, please feel free to contact the MSU Regulatory Compliance Office at 662325-3294.
You will be given a copy of this form for your records.
______________________________
Your Child’s Name
_____________________________
Parent/Guardian Signature

_________________________
Date

_____________________________
Investigator’s Signature

_________________________
Date
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Student Assent Form
Dear Student,
Attendance is an important part in a quality education and a quality school experience. In this
research project, we want to find out your attitudes toward school and attendance. The
information you give will help teachers, administrators, and parents understand what causes
students not to attend school and can help change the environment so that you will be more likely
to attend school regularly.
If you choose to participate in this study, you will participate in focus group interviews, which will
be conducted after school hours (e.g., questions concerning what makes you attend school or miss
school, feelings about the school climate, and what changes would make you attend school more).
All students that choose to participate will be interviewed in a focus group. All interviews will be
audio recorded and transcribed later by the researcher. Parents’ permission has been obtained for
you to participate in this study.
Participation in this study is voluntary. There will be no penalty if you choose not to participate.
You may withdraw from the study at any time or refuse to answer any specific question that is
asked. The information you provide will be confidential.
Jemmye Ann Helms, Doctoral Student, and Dr. Kay Brocato, Professor, both of Mississippi State
University, will conduct this study. If you should have any questions about this project, please
feel free to contact to Dr. Kay Brocato at 662-325-7060 or by email at
kbrocato@colled.msstate.edu. For more information about human participation in research,
please feel free to contact the Office of Research Compliance at IRB@research.mssstate.edu.
If you choose to participate in this study, please sign the bottom of this sheet. Thank you very
much for your help!!!
You will be given a copy of this form for your records.
_____________________________
_ Student Name
_____________________________

________________________
Date

_ Student Signature
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Why Go to School Focus Group Script and Protocol
(adapted from High School Survey of Student Engagement Student Version)
This focus group protocol is designed to get your opinion concerning some aspects of
school climate and culture, which influence your school attendance. I am asking about
your perceptions concerning your school, your classrooms, your teachers, your school
leaders/administrators, and yourself. Your input is very important to me. Your responses
are strictly confidential and you will not be asked to identify yourself at anytime during
the conversation. Please respond honestly and completely. At the end of the conversation,
please feel free to add any additional comments that you find appropriate but were unable
to relate during the conversation. Also, I have paper copies of the focus group protocol
for you to write down any thing you would like me to know that you would not like to
say aloud. Thank you for your time and for your participation.
Directions:
Please indicate by show of hand your responses to the next items.
Focus Group Date and Time: _____________________ Number in the group ________
GENDER/AGE: Males _____ Females ______ Age Range_____ Age Frequency _____
ETHNICITY: African American _____ Caucasian _____ Latino ____
Native American _____ Asian _______ Other_________________
Other_________________
Other_________________
RESIDENCE: City (In town) ___________ County(Rural) ___________
HOME LANGUAGE: English _________ Spanish _________

Other ____________
Other ____________
Other ____________

EDUCATION: What’s the highest level of education that you expect to complete?
GED _______
High School _______
1yr of less time trade program _______
More than 1 year Trade Program _______
2 yrs. Community College _______
4 yrs. Undergrad./Bachelor’s degree University _______
6 yrs. Graduate School or Professional School _______
8+ yrs. Graduate School or Professional School _______
In the next section I will ask you a series of questions about your schooling experience.
Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each statement by raising your
hand to indicate the appropriate response to describe your perceptions. So indicate by
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show of your hand whether you strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree or none
of the above.
1. Overall, I feel good about being in this high school
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

2. I feel safe at this school
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

3. My opinions are respected in this school
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

4. There is at least one adult in this school who knows me well.
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

5. I feel supported by teachers.
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

6. I feel supported by administrator’s.
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

7. I feel supported by counselors?
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

8. I am an important part of my high school community.
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

9. This school’s rules are fair.
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________

Why or Why not?

10. The rules are enforced consistently.
SD_______ D ______ A ______ SA ______ None ________
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Why or Why not?

Now, I am asking you a series of questions about your school. Please be open and share
extensively as extensively as you can concerning the question. There are no wrong
answers.
11. Describe why you like learning in your classes.
12. Describe how teachers make learning interesting and fun.
13. Describe how teachers challenge you to do more academically.
14. Describe how teachers show that they are fair to everyone.
15. Describe why you like learning in your school. Think of specific things out side the
classroom more within the school as a whole like band or theater program or debate team.
16. Describe how leaders/administrators (principals/assistant principals) make learning
interesting and fun.
17. Describe how leaders/administrators (principals/assistant principals) challenge you to
do more academically.
18. Describe how leaders/administrators (principals/assistant principals) show that they
are fair to everyone.
19. Are you or other students bullied or picked on by peers, teachers, and/or
administrators? How so?
20. Are you or other student’s included/nurtured/made to belong by peers, teachers,
and/ore administrators? How so?
21. Are you or other students physically threatened or made to feel physically insecure by
peers, teachers, and/ore administrators? How so?
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22. Are you or other students physically threatened or made to feel physically insecure by
peers, teachers, and/or administrators? How so?
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Individual Interview Protocol
It’s been about two weeks since we had our focus group conversation about your school
attendance trends, school culture/climate perceptions, and general ideas about a small
groups’ schooling experience. Now I want to ask you a series of similar questions to the
focus group questions about your individual ideas. Please be open and share as
extensively as you can concerning the question. There are no wrong answers. This will be
more of a conversation during which I want you to respond with details about the what,
when, where, why, and who (keeping specific names of people out of the chat, as much
as possible) of your own schooling experience. Again, as with the focus group
experience, your responses are strictly anonymous, and you will not be asked to identify
yourself at anytime during the conversation.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Describe why you like learning in your classes.
Describe how teachers make learning interesting and fun.
Describe how teachers challenge you to do more academically
Describe how teachers show that they are fair to everyone.
Describe why you like learning in your school. Think of specific things out side
the classroom more within the school as a whole like band or theater program or
debate team.
6. Describe how leaders/administrators (principals/assistant principals) make
learning interesting and fun.
7. Describe how leaders/administrators (principals/assistant principals) challenge
you to do more academically.
8. Describe how leaders/administrators (principals/assistant principals) show that
they are fair to everyone.
9. Are you or other students bullied or picked on by peers, teachers, and/or
administrators? How so?
10. Are you or other student’s included/nurtured/made to belong by peers, teachers,
and/ore administrators? How so?
11. Are you or other students physically threatened or made to feel physically
insecure by peers, teachers, and/ore administrators? How so?
12. Are you or other students physically threatened or made to feel physically
insecure by peers, teachers, and/ore administrators? How so?
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1. Why do you come to school? Are there any changes KHS could make to make you
want to come to school more?
2. When you miss school why do you miss? Are there any changes KHS could make to
make you want to come to school more?
3. What do you like most about KHS?
4. What do you dislike most about KHS?
5. What would you change about KHS to make coming to school more enjoyable?
6. Do you have pride in your school? Why or Why not?
7. Do you feel safe at your school? Why or Why not? What changes could be made to
make you feel safer?
8. Do you feel as though you are an important part of the high school community?
9. Do you feel that rules are fair at KHS?
10. Do you feel that rules are enforced consistently?
11. Describe why you like learning in your classes.
12. Describe how teachers make learning interesting and fun.
13. Describe how teachers challenge you to do more academically.
14. Describe how you like learning in your school. Think of specific things outside the
classroom.
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15. Describe how leaders/administration challenge you to do more academically?
16. Is there anything you would like to add?
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From: ncobb@orc.msstate.edu [mailto:ncobb@orc.msstate.edu]
Sent: Monday, February 29, 2016 10:12 AM
To: jah13@msstate.edu
Cc: Brocato, Kay
Subject: Study 15-418: Percep3ons of school culture and climate issues which
inﬂuence absenteeism from the lesser engaged, largely high poverty,marginalized
minority students at a high performing rural school

February 29, 2016
Jemmye Anne Helms Educational Leadership
Mailstop 9698
RE: HRPP Study #15-418: Perceptions of school culture and climate issues
which influence absenteeism from the lesser engaged, largely high
poverty,marginalized minority students at a high performing rural school
Dear Ms. Helms:
This email serves as official documentation that the above referenced project was
reviewed and approved via expedited review for a period of 2/29/2016 through
2/28/2017 in accordance with 45 CFR 46.110 #7. Please note the expiration date
for approval of this project is 2/28/2017. If additional time is needed to complete
the project, you will need to submit a Continuing Review Request form 30 days
prior to the date of expiration. Any modifications made to this project must be
submitted for approval prior to implementation. Forms for both Continuing
Review and Modifications are located on our website at
http://www.orc.msstate.edu/humansubjects/forms/.
Any failure to adhere to the approved protocol could result in suspension or
termination of your project. Please note that the HRPP reserves the right, at
anytime, to observe you and any associated researchers as they conduct the project
and audit research records associated with this project.
Please note that the MSU HRPP accreditation for our human subjects protection
program requires an approval stamp for consent forms. The approval stamp will
assist in ensuring the HRPP approved version of the consent form is used in the
actual conduct of research. Your stamped assent form and recruitment document
will be attached in a separate email. You must use the stamped assent form for
obtaining assent from participants.
Please refer to your study number (#15-418) when contacting our office regarding this
project.
We wish you the very best of luck in your research and look forward to working
with you again. If you have questions or concerns, please contact N. Cobb at
ncobb@orc.msstate.edu or call 662-325-5220.
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Finally, we would greatly appreciate your feedback on the HRPP approval
process. Please take a few minutes to complete our survey at
https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/PPM2FBP.
Sincerely,
Nicole Cobb
Compliance Administrator
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